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Singapore faces a crossroads. Decades of top-down arts policies have given rise to a 
robust grassroots arts community, yet this cultural shift has also exposed tensions and 
contradictions. Indeed, Singapore’s ‘cultural turn’ has unleashed forces and tensions 
that may be uncontrollable, and may be shifting the City-State in new and uncharted 
directions. In the context of growing activism around the world, Singaporean ‘artivists’ 
seek alternative forms of place-making and creative expression, sometimes reifying, at 
other times challenging, the State and the status quo. Yet this artistic-activist 
community is far from being a united front. The State, likewise, is not a single, coherent 
entity, but is fluid and shifting, sometimes allied with, at other times opposed to, art-
led activism. Space is a crucial lens in which to explore these tensions and 
contradictions.  
 
The findings of this thesis are summarised through a three-pronged taxonomy of 
cultural-activist spaces: indoor space, subdivided into theatres, galleries, cafés, and the 
spaces of the university; outdoor spaces, which range from State-designated spaces of 
activism to ‘pop up’ spaces of arts-led activism; and, finally, digital space, which spans 
social networks and the Singaporean ‘blogosphere’. Each spatial scale contains distinct 
possibilities and limitations on the effectiveness of, and the ability for, such activism to 
be transformative and influence policy shifts. These spaces are, of course, also often 
blurred. 
 
This thesis adds to the emerging conceptualisation about ‘cultural activism’, particularly 
in the context of the non-Western world, and thus broadens the ‘worlding’ of urban 
theory. Questions are raised about assumptions around concepts such as 
authoritarianism and the arts, which, in Singapore, are revealed to be complex and 
highly fluid. This thesis can also inform policy-makers in terms of practical application, 
as the decades of arts and culture policy in Singapore can now be understood to have 
produced a multitude of tangible, measureable results (some of which were intended, 
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‘…So I think for every space, wherever it is, there is always this kind of 
possibility and potential’ (interview, artist, December, 2012). 
 




Figure 1: Migrant workers take a break on the construction site of the new National Gallery of Art 
(opened in 2015) (research photo, taken February, 2014). 
 
Happy Birthday, Singapore. The island-nation turned 50 in 2015, featuring a year-
long national celebration with much coverage by international press. On 23 March, 
2015, Lee Kuan Yew, the founding Prime Minister of Singapore, passed away. The 
city-state began a week-long period of national mourning, and tributes to the 
nation’s grandfather poured in from all major world leaders. Perhaps more than 
any recent event, Mr. Lee’s passing represents Singapore’s current transition into a 
more mature nation, yet one caught somewhere between its past and future. 
Indeed, the city-state now asks itself: where to go from here? 
It is in the context of this crucial turning point and period of self-reflection that this 




the paradoxical and multifaceted ways that policy, space, society, and culture 
interact and intersect. Specifically, this thesis investigates the ways that the arts 
and activism combine to form the basis of Singapore’s grassroots, increasingly 
opening up spaces (and opportunities) for new conversations, debates, and 
possibilities, and, through case studies, explores how these spaces are produced 
(and produce) unique, complex, state-society encounters and interactions.  
This thesis questions and probes understandings and assumptions about how the 
‘authoritarian state’ interacts with the cultural grassroots, and thus broadens and 
deepens theoretical conversations about the non-Western city and, indeed, how 
‘authoritarianism’ itself is multi-faceted and not easily typified. Singapore presents 
a unique scale (island city-state), unique form of governance (quasi-authoritarian 
state-capitalism), and a uniquely hybrid socio-cultural texture within Southeast Asia 
and the world.  
The arts and cultural realm is so crucial in Singapore’s wider landscape of activism 
because of the local restrictions on more direct forms of dissent. The authoritarian 
state’s restrictions on the use of space, combined with the state ownership of most 
land, means that political protests are highly sanitised and come with many caveats 
and limitations, including rather vague rules on threats to ethnic, racial, or religious 
harmony (the ‘out of bounds’ markers, explored by authors such as Lyons and 
Gomez, 2005).  
At the same time, the arts-scape is a contested, de-stabilising force with anti-state 
and anti-globalisation factions: arts and culture (and related spaces and networks) 
therefore become staging grounds for wider political movements, given relatively 
more space and breathing room yet still within authoritarian confines. While 
‘occupying’ the city street is not permitted; ‘occupying’ the arts-scape is possible, 
and even encouraged. Thus arts spaces and places, networks and actors, and the 
material and the digital, take on a decidedly political identity by proxy; the 
encounters in and across these spaces, occurring at various scales, concurrently, 
are by default political encounters. Herein arises the central paradox of ‘cultural 
Singapore’: while the government rarely tolerates direct protest, it justifies ‘artistic 
protest’ (to a degree, at least) as a necessary (and forgivable) externality of the 
Singaporean cultural turn within its new global positioning (Chang, 2000; Chang and 




of Singapore as a ‘cultural city’, or, as it is known locally, a ‘Global City for the Arts’1, 
can therefore be a useful lens through which to examine the relations and networks 
involved in (and are not involved in) resisting, contesting, and subverting state 
policy and power across time and space.  
The following PhD thesis is one of the first to study the crossroads of the arts, 
activism, space, and place in Singapore – a particularly complex and hybrid Asian 
city owing to its blend of postcolonial and hyper-modern, progressive and 
conservative, and democratic and authoritarian elements. 
The central foci of this thesis are: the relationship between art and activism, 
Singapore as a case study, and the precise nature of the Singaporean/authoritarian 
state. More specifically, this thesis explores what the geographies of cultural 
activism look like, and how these geographies operate and interact in such a 
context. In so doing, the thesis uses scale and spatial typologies as empirical 
windows through which to look at the way cultural activism is operationalised, 
encountered, and performed across space and time in the city-state. In 
conceptualising the socio-spatial forms of the Singaporean cultural-activist-scape 
(what Hartley, 1992:29-30, called the ‘place[s] of citizenry’), the thesis journeys 
through smaller, indoor spaces (such as The Substation Theatre); larger, outdoor 
spaces (such as Hong Lim Park/Speakers’ Corner); and, finally, digital spaces of 
cultural activism, the places of ‘cyber-citizenry’ (as Liew and Pang, 2015:332, define 
it), which Merrifield (2013) suggested are ‘planetary’ in scale and therefore 
transcend the boundaries of the city-state altogether. Howell (1993) 
conceptualised spaces such as these, those that function as small openings within 
a repressive power structure, as ‘”islands of freedom” … surrounded by Foucault’s 
“carceral archipelago”’ (313). In these ‘hidden islands’ (ibid:313) or ‘wormholes’, as 
Merrifield (2013) described them, groups and networks interact with one another, 
and with(in) the political sphere, in different ways, which are formed, emancipated, 
and also limited by the possibilities and restrictions each place allows, within the 
broader context of Singapore’s particular form, scale, and politics.  
                                                          
1 From various reports, Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth, www.mccy.gov.sg [Last 




1.2 Hazy Activism; Opaque State  
 
A haze enshrouds Singapore about twice a year, when south-west winds blow 
smoke from forest fires in Indonesia across the Straits. This haze renders urban 
forms unrecognisable and vistas filmy and opaque. In this thesis I use this haze as a 
metaphor to symbolise ambivalence and ambiguity in Singapore, where the roles 
of the ‘state’ and the ‘activist’ in this somewhat unique milieu are often hazy and 
in flux, and the related coalitions, networks, and alliances are likewise blurry. These 
roles have never been stable categories, as state theorists such as Jessop (e.g. 1990, 
2001) have argued, but the relationships between state, urban space, and activism 
are unique to authoritarian states (e.g. China), with Singapore and ‘the Singapore 
model’ (see Chua, 1997; Shatkin, 2014) of managerial governance presenting a 
particularly unique case. In Singapore, the state owns the vast majority of the built 
and natural environments, and therefore is caretaker, steward, and disciplinarian 
with regard to what occurs in and across the island’s space. Therefore, the activist 
networks that coalesce and operate across state-controlled space (and place) 
feature overlapping uses and identities, often fraught with ambiguity and subtlety.   
Who, and what, constitutes ‘activism’ in Singapore, and who are the actors, in such 
a hybrid setting – one that shares many ‘world city’ characteristics and uniquely 
merges Western liberalisms with authoritarian currents? What happens when the 
state provides spaces (and places) for arts-led activism, but also controls and 
restricts these spaces, in an ‘illiberal pragmatic’ (Offord, 2014:314) and ‘soft 
authoritarian’ (Ooi, 2009:5) manner? What does activism look like, and in what 
ways is it performed, when traditional modes and methods may not be possible? 
When the state creates and nurtures arts and culture, what, then, are the planned 
versus unplanned results? What nooks and crannies – and chaotic emergences – 
arise out of new spaces in the art-scape? What are the resulting cultural 
contradictions when an ‘illiberal’ state is behind such a flourishing of the arts? What 
does radicalism mean in Singapore, and who are the radicals? Are the resistances 
underway, being cobbled together by networks of artists and activists, resistances 
at all? What are the coalitions and alliances that are forming within the cultural 
grassroots, and what are the issues, concepts, ideas, and spaces around which 




scape help form the spaces/places of citizenry (Hartley, 1992:29-30) and cyber-
citizenry that function as islands of freedom on an island of limited freedoms?  
Asian cities – long under-represented in mainstream urban geographic theory –  
have recently gained more prominence as case studies, as a call for new modes of 
comparison and ‘worlding’ theory (Robinson, 2011b; Roy and Ong, 2011) has 
coincided with an upswing in resistances and contestations in Asian cities (and 
everywhere). Asian cities such as Singapore also have become increasingly 
influential, and visible, in global policy circuits, envisioned not only as policy 
recipients but also policy generators themselves (Olds and Yeung, 2004; Ren and 
Luger, 2015). This thesis therefore represents an important and timely attempt to 
bring to light the geographies of the Asian ‘cultural city’.  
 
Indeed, if Merrifield (2013) sought to ‘scale up’ to the planetary level in developing 
a new urban ontology, then this thesis seeks to ‘scale down’: it will offer a cursory 
tour of three inter-connected spatial scales and contexts of the Singaporean 
cultural-activist ‘encounter’: indoor spaces, outdoor spaces, and the Singaporean 
digital agora of social media and blogs, that which Habermas (1989) likened to the 
‘public sphere’ and what Lefebvre (1974) and Merrifield (2013) pointed to as 
indicative of the ‘planetary’ reach of the urban encounter (in this case, transcending 
the physical boundaries of the island city-state). Groups and networks overlap 
across these spaces, using art and culture in complex ways to probe and challenge 
the social and political landscape and built/digital environments.  
 
These produced spaces are delineated here as a twist on Lefebvrian (1974) notions 
of spatial trilogy, that of perceived, represented, and lived space, which combine to 
form the experience of everyday life and the social and political encounters that 
form the texture of a city. The inter-scalar delineation of space also builds upon the 
strategic-relational approach as advocated by state theorists such as Jessop (see 
2001). By going indoors, outdoors, and online, this thesis takes readers on journeys 
through the social space (and social life) of cultural Singapore, highlighted by 
examples of the socio-spatial relations that occur in various nooks and crannies. If, 
as Lefebvre proposed (1991:23), ‘… seething forces are still capable of rattling the 
lid of the cauldron of the state and its space’, then where amidst Singapore’s 




is their power? What does the production of space look like in a Singaporean 
context? 
 
What the case studies included in this thesis show are both the destabilising 
potential of art-led activism in Singapore to form ‘spaces of hope’ (Harvey, 2002) 
within the authoritarian fabric, as well as the ways that built and digital 
environments are engineered in such a way to control and stabilise the arts. This is 
a dichotomy present in many contexts, but particularly heightened in Singapore. In 
negotiating the networks of encounter and the encountering of networks in and 
across Singapore, I participated in the task of mapping the contours of the planetary 
city, the transformative potential of cultural-activism, and the contextual 
geographies of contemporary socio-political movements, while also probing the 
located complexity and contradictions of one version of authoritarian governance 
(at the island city-state scale). 
  
 
1.3 Exposing the Geographies of Cultural 
Activism in Singapore: Thesis Aims, 
Approach, and Structure 
 
In exploring the networks, flows, agents, and processes at work related to cultural 
activism within and across a layered typology of space, this thesis aims to do four 
key things:  
Firstly, this thesis builds upon (and critiques) the existing academic literature on 
activism, urban space, the cultural city, and recent calls to develop theory from the 
‘non-West’. Key gaps remain in emerging attempts to reconceptualise what 
activism looks like in this digital and global age, as well as the particular role the 
arts play within such activism. Revisiting older literatures on state theory, such as 
how to conceptualise the state in terms of socio-spatial relations, as well as neo-
Marxist literatures (through a Lefebvrian lens) on conceptualising space and power 
relations, is thus necessary. Particularly relevant is the literature on how to frame 
‘authoritarian’ contexts, as no one-size-fits-all for understanding diverse terrains. 
Literature from and about Asia is also and used to question the theory that so often 




Secondly, I aim to place this thesis squarely in South East Asia looking out, and not 
the other way around, in an attempt to build theory from Singapore. Key to this 
attempt is framing the unique issues of scale – and the unique model of governance 
– that render Singapore novel and, in many ways, incomparable. This positioning is 
accomplished through contextualising the history and current conditions in the city-
state, and by introducing empirical examples of the social, political, and cultural 
micro-interactions, alliances, and coalitions that both form and are formed in and 
by a variety of cultural spaces. These examples bring to light the ways that 
categories such as ‘state’, ‘civil society’, ‘resistance’, and ‘art-led activism’ are highly 
complex, interlinked and sometimes contradictory with regards to Singapore’s 
localisms. Authoritarianism itself is presented as complex, self-reflexive, and 
capable of surprising facets, based on local as well as global patterns and 
characteristics. This thesis thus takes a strategic-relational approach to 
‘deconstructing’ the state, rather than reifying it, as authors such as Jessop 
(2001:1231) suggest is necessary to uncover the full set of relations and 
complexities that comprise institutions.  
The ethical questions of doing research in such a context are discussed, particularly 
the implications of being a Western guest (albeit a long-staying one), and how this 
status both presented challenges and opportunities (as well as how such challenges 
were addressed). Methodological literature is presented and critiqued, particularly 
that which deals with case-study research, digital research, positionality, and 
reflexivity.  
Thirdly, this thesis revisits the longstanding discussion about the role that material 
place and immaterial/digital space/place play in urban politics, through the lens of 
art-led activism, by exploring the degree to which different spaces/places are open 
or closed to new possibilities, and what sorts of debates and encounters occur in 
and across different types of spaces/scales. Indeed, Beneito-Montagut argued that 
‘everyday life takes places on the Internet’ (2011:718), and therefore no 
exploration of Singapore activist landscape is complete without a digital journey. 
Key to this exploration are the ways that some digital debates/encounters are very 
different than those that occur on the street, and why a certain type of encounter 
occurs in a park versus within a smaller building. The empirical chapters use data 




Finally, the thesis shows that top-down (state-led) arts and culture policies, 
implemented over a period of time, have real, observable results: Singapore gave 
birth to an arts generation in the 1990s, and this generation now finds itself 
engulfed in a cultural war that is remaking and reshaping Singapore’s socio-cultural 
fabric. This cultural war may be both an intended and unintended result of the 
implementation of arts and culture policies, but the fact that arts policies 
engineered at top levels have had such marked impacts calls into question 
hegemonic assumptions about the inefficacy of centrally-driven arts policies. 
Indeed, it also questions whether these policies may actually be more substantive, 
and less gestural, than often portrayed in the cultural cities literature.  
This PhD thesis, a result of a cross-institutional partnership between King’s College 
London and the National University of Singapore Department(s) of Geography, is 
based upon eight months of embedded field research, which involved two separate 
visits to Singapore, as well as more than four years of contextual research (such as 
discourse analysis, policy analysis, and digital ethnography). This triangulation of 
methods points to the broad conclusion that complexity is perhaps an appropriate 
term to apply to the spaces of cultural activism in the authoritarian city-state. That 
is, the spaces of hope in Singapore may lie somewhere in between material space 
and digital space – both are important in advancing socio-spatial justice, albeit in 
different ways. Material space, outdoor space, and digital space have limits and 
each present paradoxes – and possibilities – for being emancipatory and inducing 
transformative shifts.  
 
1.4 Thesis Structure and Outline 
 
Following this introduction is a literature review (Chapter 2), which frames where 
this thesis is situated within theory as well as what gaps the thesis addresses, and 
where existing literature falls short. This chapter is followed by an overview of the 
ethical considerations, positionality and reflexivity that I faced and addressed as a 
Western researcher and a guest in the city-state (Chapter 3), including the lengths 
taken to keep a distance between myself and my case study as well as between my 
own personal biases and my desire to build grounded theory by being both open 




participants and informants safe and anonymous using proper informed consent 
and remaining within ethical guidelines.  
Chapter 4 discusses more specifically my methodological approaches, such as the 
interview, observation/participation (and digital observation) processes, and how 
and why my micro-case studies were selected. These methods lead into a 
contextual overview of Singapore (Chapter 5), with an exploration of the evolution 
of arts and culture policy, some of the current social, cultural, and political key 
issues, and an introduction to specific geographies, actors, and networks relevant 
to my research. This chapter also introduces and frames the empirical chapters, 
which are grouped around ‘scaled’ spatial typologies: Indoor (Chapter 6); Outdoor 
(Chapter 7); and Digital, (Chapter 8). Chapter 9 offers conclusions and outlines the 
implications of the research, including where/how future research will continue to 
add to this project and what might be gained, from a policy application perspective, 
from such findings. Following that are Appendices, which include relevant ethical 













2. Theorising Cultural Singapore  
 
What do we talk about, when we talk about Singapore? The purpose of this chapter 
is to frame the island nation, and this thesis’s theoretical avenues, within the 
context of existing literature that crosses several subjects and themes. In particular, 
this chapter addresses the gaps and blank spaces in existing literature using the 
intersecting conversations on the non-Western (Asian) city; the authoritarian state 
(with regard to Singapore’s model) as relational in terms of socio-spatial and intra-
scalar interactions; discussions on urban space, society, and material/digital 
activism; and, finally, the emerging language on ‘cultural activism’ and how art-led 
urban movements around the world, but particularly in Asia, invite new 
explorations on the production of urban space(s) in the 21st century.  
 
2.1 Singapore in a ‘World of Cities’: To What Do We 
Compare?  
 
This thesis is not, per se, a comparative study. Nevertheless, in examining Singapore 
as a case study, and framing its unique and novel attributes, it was difficult not to 
think comparatively. In fact, as Robinson (2011b:1) pointed out, it is nearly 
impossible to talk about ‘cities’ without comparing them, since cities exist ‘in a 
world of cities’. Therefore, it was important to consider literature that deals with 
the questions of how, why, and in what ways cities can be selected and discussed 
as case studies (individually and with regard to other cities). It was also important 
to frame spatiality in a new language that moves beyond much existing urban 
theory: as Jacobs (1996:15) asked, ‘how can the spatial discipline of geography 
move from its historical positioning of colonial complicity towards productively 
postcolonial spatial narratives?’ This is a question worth asking with regard to 
Singapore, which, since 1965, has been postcolonial.  
The literature on ‘comparative urbanism’ has recently grappled with these 
questions, but leaves much territory open to interpretation, presenting a rather 
blurry roadmap to researchers hoping to engage with cities and build theory in new 




tradition in geography, anthropology, and sociology. If the ‘new’ call for comparison 
is a result of the postmodern landscape of spaces of flows, then the older 
comparison arose from the age of urban modernity, coinciding with the rise of the 
advanced-industrial city. This comparison, however, largely categorised places in 
terms of shared modernity (see Simmel, 1971[1976]; Wirth, 1964), where authors 
differentiated the ‘modern’ experience of the city from the ‘primitive’. Primitive, in 
the earlier comparison, could be attributed to rural or non-urban, or, commonly, to 
less-developed, less-wealthy, or less -Western places. This comparison ‘otherised’ 
both the modern, developed city and the less-modern, less-developed city, but the 
important result was that few authors saw how these two categories could relate 
to one another, or the benefits of doing such an ‘unlike’ comparison.  
Urban geography therefore colonialised the study of cities, partly owing to the 
effects of colonialism, the reverberations of which continue. Literature then 
emerged, for some time, both from (and for) the rich world, and also from the 
Global South (where authors such as Santos, 1979, called for a theoretical linkage 
of poorer, ‘like’ cities). The rise of ‘global city’ theory in the 1980s and 1990s 
(Sassen, 1991, 2001) perpetuated the hierarchal frames of comparison: authors 
approached cities by way of their similarities (in terms of development trajectories, 
urban form, histories, and regions) rather than their differences. For instance, Abu-
Lughod (2000) grouped New York with Chicago and Los Angeles as three hegemonic 
American cities as exemplars of world systems theory, and the fall of the Soviet 
Union produced the handy category of ‘post-Soviet City’. Meanwhile, parts of the 
world were largely left out of comparison entirely (at least by most Western 
researchers), particularly Africa (owing to its perceived incommensurability as a 
‘poor’ part of the world), and Asia (owing to its supposed difference). From the 
‘developmentalist turn’ after World War Two until the mid-2000s, urban 
comparison was largely aligned along sweeping, global ‘blocs’ (North 
American/European, for example). Indeed, John Walton wrote in 1981 that ‘most 
[comparison] is not really comparative, and its geographical focus has been on the 
advanced countries of Europe and North America’ (34).  
There is consensus now that more theory should be developed based on empirical 
research from, and about, non-Western and atypical sites and cases, and across 




2010; Robinson 2011a, b; Roy and Ong, 2011; Robinson, 2014). The ‘new’ 
comparative urbanism emphasises the need to obtain a more ‘cosmopolitan’ 
understanding of cities and the urban, which rejects preconceived biases and 
hegemonic assumptions underpinning broad categories and ascriptions of ‘like’ and 
‘unlike’ cities (see Robinson, 2002, 2003, 2005; Nijman, 2007; Ward, 2008, 2010; 
McFarlane, 2010; Robinson; 2011a, b). Part of this call has been to address the 
‘urgent’ need to engage with the ‘non-Western world’ with renewed focus (Parnell 
et al., 2009) and to consider cities as localised sites that help to define global flows, 
rather than hapless victims of broad global currents (Ong, 2011:2-3). Yet this 
renewed focus must contend with the dualistic relationship between ‘North’ and 
‘South’, ‘East’ and ‘West’, developed and developing, so that theory building 
becomes a more relational practice, multi-directional and mutually reinforcing. Ong 
argued that ‘the vagaries of urban fate cannot be reduced to the workings of 
universal laws established by capitalism or colonial history’, and therefore the 
‘Asian city’ offers an example through which these dualisms can be evaluated, and 
strategic essentialisms re-investigated (ibid.:1). 
  
2.1.1 Framing ‘The Asian City’ 
 
‘… The case of [the Asian city] is one which demands a wider conceptual 
rethinking of what and where is the centre[?]’ (Bunnell and Miller, 2011:21).  
 
Among regionalisms, the ‘Asian city’ and its perceived characteristics have been 
gaining traction as a focus for research and comparative study for some time, 
obtaining an almost mythical status and representing all that is not ‘Western’, a 
kind of third space between ‘North’ and ‘South’ (see Ren and Luger, 2015). Logan 
and Fainstein (2008), in their attempt to provide an overview of the theoretical 
frameworks available for understanding the transformation Chinese cities are going 
through, pointed out the inadequacy of the tools available to interpret comparative 
work. Some theoretical frameworks have fallen prey to developmentalist 
assumptions, or the inadequate fit of China into other post socialist models (ibid). 
They asked, for example: ‘China is becoming a world power, and its major cities are 
becoming world cities. This historic and rapid transformation makes it hard for us 




Furthermore, it is difficult in literature to locate the ‘Asian city’: showing up 
everywhere, it is, as Roy (2011:330) observed, ‘an invented latitude’.  
 
Seoul, Tokyo, Hong Kong, Taipei, and Bangkok exemplify the Asian ‘Tiger’ city: 
carefully managed forms of state (and market) capitalism, they are cities 
engineered for global capital and the global economy (see Page et al., 1994). 
Increasingly, a number of Chinese cities also feature open economies and a 
governmental (and physical) landscape built not around ideological spaces but the 
spaces of capital, notably Shanghai and Shenzhen (see Kong et al., 2015), and, 
increasingly, other fast-rising cities such as Guangzhou, Tianjin, Xian, Chengdu, and 
Chongqing. Yet ‘Tiger city’ is another invented category that conveniently puts 
booming Asian cities on a mythical pedestal that is sometimes awkwardly 
compared to other places with inexplicable ‘Asian style’ economic growth, such as 
the ‘Shenzhen model’ (see O’Hearn, 1998 on comparing the ‘Celtic Tiger’ to the 
‘Asian Tiger’). The ‘Asian Tiger’ city is likewise an ‘invented latitude.’ 
 
The growing body of research about Asian cities is supported by new academic and 
political institutional arrangements (such as my PhD study and the KCL-NUS joint 
degree programme), increased availability of grants and funding to study Asian 
urbanism, a proliferation of Asian urbanism-themed international conferences and 
symposiums, and a growing number of publications, all drawing attention to the 
‘Asian city’ and its various sub-regions. Old topics, from gentrification to 
governmentality to Wirthian social-psychological views of the urban are being 
revisited in the ‘Asian’ context. Asian-based universities are increasingly recruiting 
faculty from ‘Western’ institutions, and ‘Western’ universities are increasingly 
setting up branches and satellites in Asia (for example, Yale-NUS College) or vice 
versa (for example, Zhejiang in London). Yet the isolation of research on the ‘Asian 
city’ into its own research centre or conference panel with area specialists is 
reminiscent of a new form of parochialism. 
 
Indeed, the ‘Asian city’ is better conceptualised as an idea tied to various mobilities 
and migrations that are not territorially bound. The particularities of urban 
development in cities in the ‘East’ cannot be solely explained as being a result of 




an assemblage of ‘multiple social processes and phenomena’ (Robinson, 2011b: 18) 
in particular places and in ways that are distinctive and dependent on contextual 
and located histories (McCann and Ward, 2010; McCann, 2011; McCann and Ward, 
2011a; McFarlane 2011a, b, and c). They are, as Massey (1995) argued, being 
continually written and rewritten and constituted through interconnections and 
interrelations; they are palimpsests with layers of texts and symbols (paraphrased 
by Ren and Luger, 2015:150).  
 
‘Asian cities’ are playing a more significant part in the circulation of urban ideas and 
imaginations. They may increasingly participate in inter-referencing through which 
bits and pieces of one place can be found, seen, imagined, and transplanted in or 
to another place, and thereby used as a non-territorial foundation for comparison 
(Lowry and McCann, 2011). This move comes after centuries during which cities 
have been described as ‘Parisian’, ‘Manhattanised,’ or ‘vaguely Venetian’. Urban 
space around the world may now likewise be ‘vaguely Singaporean’ or ‘Hanoi-
esque’.  
 
The conception of ‘Asian urbanism’ as a travelling assemblage has arguably been 
led by Kris Olds and David Ley (Olds, 1995; Dicken et al., 2001; Coe et al., 2003; Olds 
and Yeung, 2004; Ley, 2006 and 2012) who have explored Asian (particularly 
Chinese-Hong Kong) urbanism as it spreads in various forms around the Pacific Rim. 
Olds and his fellow researchers do not, however, move far beyond conceptualising 
‘Asian urbanism’ as another iteration of ‘Western’ neoliberalism, tending to focus 
on mega-projects and spectacle, flows of highly mobile expatriates, and the 
‘transworlding’ of space through ‘Western’ universities’ partnerships and campuses 
in Asia. Bunnell and Miller (2011) pointed out that ‘mobilities and assemblage’ 
literatures sometimes focus too much on financial aspects of global trends – an 
outgrowth of Western conceptions of neoliberalism. Roy (2011:310-311) 
challenged the literature on the ‘planetary’ nature of global capitalism, pointing to 
the ‘shifting terrain’ and local emergences that are ‘inevitably home-grown’, 
arguing that neoliberal urbanism ‘is as much “Asian” as it is “Western’” (310).  
 
What is not fully addressed in the literature is where, exactly, a researcher 




grounded theory be developed? If localisms render Dubai unique from Shenzhen 
(but simultaneously, acknowledges that they are connected and similar), then how 
does research sort out exactly what these localisms are? Here is a significant 
shortcoming of the literature on ‘comparative urbanism’. Authors such as 
Robinson, Roy, and Ong correctly point to a need to find and describe the ‘home-
grown’ characteristics of Asian cities, and the need to move beyond postcolonial 
theory (and the idea of Western neoliberalism as a global fact), but do not outline 
an accessible, straightforward methodological roadmap to do so. This absence of 
clear direction leaves researchers somewhat in the lurch, grappling with 
positionality and reflexivity and questioning how to approach the ‘Asian city’ in 
thoughtful (yet critical) ways.  
 
Part of moving beyond hegemonic assumptions and ascriptions of ‘like’ and ‘unlike’ 
cities is to probe the ways that the city/state and the city-economy can take hybrid 
and even surprising forms. This move is part of the process of challenging existing 
assumptions about assumed globalism’s such as ‘neoliberalism’ and the ‘neoliberal 
city’, and the various forms these cities take across varying terrains. Recent urban 
literature has been plagued with a hesitancy to move away from dominant 
understandings of ‘state’ and ‘economy’ (and state-economy) (see Leitner et al., 
2008; Jessop, Brenner, and Jones, 2008), and this PhD thesis joins a growing call to 
re-examine the many shapes and emergent forms of ‘the state’. This conversation 
thus necessitates approaching both Western-style liberalism and Eastern-style 
authoritarianism in a manner that moves beyond simplistic, strategic essentialisms 
and ascriptions of ‘like’ and ‘unlike’ (Ren and Luger, 2015:147).  
 
The ‘neoliberal turn’ of urban governance (and the responding urban literature) 
encapsulates an era when ‘the state’ plays a shrinking role and the private sector 
plays a larger one, resulting in growing economic, social, and spatial inequities, and 
has been the focus of much literature (Hackworth, 2007; Leitner et al., 2007; Peck, 
Theodore and Brenner, 2009; Macleod and Jones, 2011). What is missing from this 
literature is the possibility that a capitalist state can, through sheer authority, also 
produce spaces that result in social harmony and a degree of equality and 
utilitarianism. Authors such as Lees et al. (2015) have attempted to fill this gap by 




contexts and settings. Ley and Teo (2013) likewise challenged existing assumptions 
through the example of Hong Kong, which they frame as a ‘property state’. 
Although they argue that aspects of Western-style gentrification exist, they also 
highlighted how Hong Kong presents a unique model of equity through property 
ownership that does not exist (in exactly the same form) in other places. 
Yet neoliberalism and its associated processes – including policy mobilities (the 
movement of policy), gentrification, and urban development more broadly –  
require further differentiation and variegation. Outside of North America and 
Europe, neoliberalism and the city is a lesser-explored but still familiar topic, with 
authors describing similar processes (to New York and London) in cities such as 
Mumbai (Wissink, 2013), Istanbul (Lovering and Turkmen, 2008), and Rio de Janeiro 
(Portes and Roberts, 2005).  
These cities vary in context and wealth but share characteristics of repositioning 
themselves to global capital and global tourists, whether by cleaning up and 
sanitising perceived edgy waterfront districts, attracting global events such as the 
Olympics or World Cup, or by large-scale urban development plans that have 
uprooted extant working class communities in favour of more affluent zones and 
zones of consumption (see Lees, Shin, and Lopez-Morales, 2015). The governance 
structures of these cities range from democratic to autocratic (such as Erdogan’s 
Istanbul or Lee’s Singapore), and therefore the processes and decision-making 
apparatuses are quite different, but the results – a more unequal city, social, ethnic, 
or class stratification; emphasis on spaces of consumption and elite spaces; 
emphasis on financial and real estate economic sectors; tourism and entertainment 
development, etc. – are often similar. These similarities raise a critical question of 
whether a concept such as ‘the neoliberal city’, coined and developed by Western 
authors, can be envisioned to be present everywhere and in all contexts. Asia, in 
particular, offers an interesting blend of entrepreneurial urbanism and heavy state 
intervention. 
But the idea of the Asian neoliberal city is gaining traction as well, even as these 
cities present different contexts and modes of urban governance (one potential 
problem with extending neoliberalism too far). A number of authors have charted 
the financialisation of cities such as Dubai, Hong Kong, and Singapore, but outside 




in some cases, surpass, dominant Western cities), there are gaps in the exploration 
of how neoliberalism has infiltrated and shaped the developing Asian city (such as 
Islamabad, Jakarta, Manila, or Phnom Penh). The neoliberalisation of Western cities 
is also understood to have developed distinct ‘Asianisms’: Olds (1995; Olds and 
Yeung, 2004) has charted the importance of global processes in cities in the ‘Pacific 
Rim’ that have seen flows of capital (and migrants) back and forth, often resulting 
in speculative property development that has caused gentrification in other Pacific 
cities (notably, Vancouver). More recently, news media and the property sections 
of global newspapers have begun to come to grips with the impacts and 
implications of Asian investment in Western cities, partially-blamed for high 
property prices in cities that are seen as ‘safe’ real estate investments, such as 
London and New York.  
The developmental city is a term often applied to Hong Kong (Ley and Teo, 2013), 
but also to Taipei (Clark et al., 2016) and Seoul (Hill and Kim, 2000). The term refers 
to a neoliberal governance structure in which state-led property development 
largely propels both the economy and the policy-making sphere. In the case of Hong 
Kong and Singapore (both ostensibly city-states), property development itself 
generates dividends for sovereign wealth and the national coffers, and therefore 
there is a constant rationale to appropriate the city toward speculative 
development and spaces of capital (Haila, 2000). However, Ley and Teo (2013) also 
found paradoxical elements inherent in Asian state-neoliberalism, particularly the 
contradiction of the powerful (autocratic) state’s combination of entrepreneurial 
urbanism and progressive social programs and infrastructure. Ley and Teo (ibid) 
found that Hong Kong’s state-led redevelopment resulted in wealth creation for 
many residents. Singapore’s state-housing model similarly displays contradictions 
of developmentalism/social welfare provision (Caprotti, 2014; P. Choon-Piew, 
2014).  
Hasan (2015) has shown how a developing city such as Karachi can be the focus of 
neoliberal, market-led development processes. It can thus be assumed that similar 
processes are now at work across less developed parts of Asia, as formerly closed 
(whether by military junta or state-socialism) states such as Myanmar and 





Still, despite efforts to transcend a Western-centric lens, the literature on urban 
neoliberalism (and associated policy mobilities and assemblage) remains largely 
Western-centric (McCann and Ward, 2015). Authors such as Robinson (2011 et al., 
2012 et al., and 2013) point out that the literatures on neoliberal urbanism and 
policy mobilities do not always consider the possibility that places envisioned to be 
receiving such policies may be ‘smarter’ than they first appear, that they may be 
using such policies in new and different ways, perhaps quite differently than 
intended in the boardrooms of McKinsey Global or Harvard University. Must 
policies begin in one place (London? New York? Bilbao?), and end in another place 
(Johannesburg? Singapore?)? Such an assumption negates the importance of local 
context and the possibility that the policy was already evolving in a particular place 
before the arrival of a (Western) version (see examples in Lees, Shin, and Lopez-
Morales, 2015).  
Rather than challenging Western hegemony and existing postcolonial assumptions, 
the policy mobilities literature often reinforces it by envisioning much of the world 
as ‘puppets’ at the mercy of a few ‘puppeteer’ global cities and key institutions. 
Finally, the policy mobilities literature tends to be quite short-termist and presentist 
in nature: much of the literature involves data from the ‘boom years’ pre 2008-
2009, therefore assumptions may have already changed based on the rapid and 
dramatic economic global shifts since then (see Baker and Temenos, forthcoming, 
2016:1, on the need to revisit existing assumptions on policy mobilities). Policy 
translation and mutation is assumed to be ‘fast’ and nearly instantaneous, but 
surely the process of policy evolution has many life cycles, loops, and iterations over 
a longer period of time? Peck and Theodore (2012) responded to this critique with 
their idea of ‘following the policy’ over its entire life cycle, but this idea is still 
emerging. 
Urban planning under state capitalism, exemplified by China but endemic in many 
cases, presents an alternate model and one not yet fully integrated into urban 
theory. China is the largest, but not the only, place with a state-capitalist approach 
to the production of space, and nor are such models limited to Asia. Panama, for 
example, exhibits many of the same characteristics, where a combination of state 
development and the influence of a small group of elites shape most urban 




state-capitalism model. Needless to say, neoliberalism and the developmentalist 
state occur in different forms and in different places. This fact is not always properly 
documented amidst the literature on late capitalism and the postmodern city.  
 
2.2 Theorising ‘the State:’ Relationality, Scale, and 
Governmentality  
 
The notion of the state (and the spaces that comprise/are comprised by the state) 
as a set of relations (rather than a fixed entity) that are performed and occur across 
and between different scales is not new in literature (Thrift, 1996; Crang and Thrift, 
2000; Amin and Thrift, 2002; Massey, 2005). Yet, in a time of ever-accelerating 
global interconnectedness, mobility, human migration, and digital networks and 
encounters, the shape and form of the ‘state’ – and also urban space – require 
revisiting – a task currently underway in more recent urban literature and a primary 
aim of this PhD thesis.  
In particular, the tenacity of ‘the state’ as a primary unit of territorial, political and 
bio-political organisation, at this time of shifting borders and digital avenues, has 
given rise to critical geographical literature attuned to the state’s ‘peopled’ (Jones, 
2007) and ‘prosaic’ (Painter, 2006) nature. Abrams (1988) suggested that the state 
is an idea and construct, rather than a static entity. Mitchell (1991), however, 
argued that the constructed state is actively transformed through socio-political 
struggles, those which Brenner (2004) suggested occur at and across varying 
geographical scales. These ongoing discussions are largely drawn from Western 
authors and Western perspectives, and this is where an exploration of the 
Singaporean state-society set of relations can enrich theory. Indeed, approaching 
the Asian city – and Singapore – requires a careful consideration of what exactly 
constitutes ‘the state’, as well as considerations of the unique scale of the city-state, 
and related implications for socio-spatial relations.  
Authors such as Brenner (1997), Jessop (1993), and Peck and Tickell (1994) have 
explored the re-scaling and re-territorialisation that has taken place in the post -
Fordist global economy, in which nation-states are increasingly grouped together 




(such as the European Union, ASEAN, NATO) and also underneath powerful, multi-
national NGOs such as the IMF and the World Bank. This grouping has provoked 
and enabled a re-think of what constitutes a ‘territory’ and a national border, and 
has enabled understanding of how small (geographic) states such as Singapore, 
Hong Kong, or Switzerland re-positioned themselves as hubs within broader 
economic and political hierarchies. The ‘state’ expands across territory and across 
boundaries: for instance, Washington imposes upon Latin America and Germany 
upon Greece through indebtedness; London-based financial institutions 
themselves have GDPs as large as many nations; and Singapore is simultaneously a 
tiny island-nation and a hub-city for about 500 million people, serving the same 
headquarter functions as London or New York. Therefore, it is no longer the 
physical size of a city or nation but rather its position within broader global 
networks and political-economic hierarchies that determines its ‘size’.  
 
Marston (2000, 2005 et al.) and others have recently grappled with the problems 
that ‘scale’ introduces, as horizontal social relations (as observed in Singapore) 
contrast with hierarchal divisions (such as local, state, and global). Marston et al. 
(2005) built upon authors such as Smith, Massey, and Brenner, all of whom have 
addressed the complexity of scale and inter-scalar relations, by the radical proposal 
that ‘scale’ be abolished completely in favour of a ‘flat’ ontology, where ‘…the 
dynamic properties of matter produce a multiplicity of complex relations and 
singularities that sometimes lead to the creation of new, unique events and 
entities, but more often to relatively redundant orders and practices’ (422). 
I offer a critique of this assessment, based on the example of Singapore, where 
scale forms a crucial lens to understand the meaning, performance, and 
implications of socio-spatial relations. When such relations occur very differently at 
different scales, it remains necessary to differentiate between scalar layers and 
hierarchies. I will further this argument in the empirical chapters, where examples 
of different types of socio-spatial encounters are introduced at different scales, 






2.2.1 The Strategic-Relational State  
 
Recent attempts have been made to develop a more complex, multi-dimensional 
analysis of socio-spatial relations, moving beyond conceptualising the state as a 
fixed, static entity (Sheppard, 2002; Leitner et al., 2008; Jessop, Brenner, and Jones, 
2008; Jessop, 2009). Jones and Jessop (2010:1125) addressed the previous 
shortcomings in state theory by laying out three protocols for analysing states:  
‘… 1) Do not analyse states purely in territorial terms: particular forms of 
territorialisation of political power typically depend on their articulation 
with…multidimensional socio-spatial matrices; 
 2) Do not assume the homogeneity and fixity of states, but examine the 
scope for polymorphy and flexibility; and  
3) Where possible, look beyond individual states to explore how they shape 
and are shaped by … interstate systems’ (Jessop and Jones, 2010:1125).  
Jessop (2001:1215) argued for a broader, ‘strategic relational’ approach to 
institutional (state) analysis, critiquing the ‘institutional turn’ and what he referred 
to as ‘structuration theory’ (2001:1221) for not fully taking into account the spatio-
temporal dimensions of institutions such as the state. In a strategic-relational 
approach, Jessop built upon Bourdieu’s (1981) concepts of individual agency and 
habitus (which he claimed form the outline of strategic-relational analysis, but are 
‘too deterministic’, 2001:1217) but separated structure from agency in order to 
better understand ‘when actors can change things, and when they cannot, about 
variations in the strength of constraints, or concerning what gives people more or 
less freedom’ (Jessop, 2001:1226). This delineation is important because, as Jessop 
(2001:1227) noted, institutions ‘emerge in specific places, at specific times, operate 
on one or more particular scales, and with specific temporal horizons of action’.  
Jessop’s strategic-relational approach is a useful way to approach, for example, ‘the 
authoritarian state’ (and Singapore) because it provides a view of the state as a 
more self-reflexive and self-aware set of relations and processes, in constant 
negotiation with itself, and infinitely complex, rather than as a demarcated entity 
with a path-dependent rather than linear trajectory. I will revisit this complex 




highlighted in forthcoming empirical examples. These protocols push the 
researcher to evaluate a nation-state, not only in terms of its borders or a Euclidean 
view of scale, but rather the state as comprising /comprised of a web of socio-
spatial networks and relations that extend beyond territorial borders. In this frame, 
in a nation-state such as Singapore, which is limited territorially by its island city-
state geographical and territorial borders, the state extends beyond simply the 
authoritarian government, stretching across an interconnected web of systems 
both within and outside Singapore.  
This envisioning of a socio-spatial web brings to mind Foucaultian notions of power 
relations, where the study of power should begin from ‘below’, and where power 
‘is exercised over individuals rather than legitimated at the centre: exploring the 
actual practices of subjugation rather than the intentions that guide attempts at 
domination; and recognizing that power circulates through networks rather than 
being applied at particular points’ (Foucault, 1979a:92-102, 2003:27-34, 
paraphrased by Jessop, 2007:34). This approach points to a view of/framing the 
state where there is no centre, where, as Foucault (1979a:92-93) attested, ‘power 
is everywhere’. This framing is particularly appropriate with regard to Singapore, 
where limited geographical and political space highlights the idea of the state’s 
power being everywhere. 
 
2.2.2 Governmentality / Governable Space  
 
Foucault produced a rather cynical view of what government is, and how it 
operated, when he defined ‘governmentality’ as, ‘…understood in the broad sense 
of techniques and procedures for directing human behaviour. Government of 
children, government of souls and consciences, government of a household, of a 
state, or of oneself’ (Foucault, 1997:82). In other words, Foucault argued that 
governmentality was an ‘… ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, 
analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics, that allow the exercise of this 
very specific albeit complex form of power …’ (Foucault 1979:20). In Foucault’s 
conceptualisation, state power was not so much devised at state level and directed 




toward the individual and within the individual, and this power is performed 
externally and internally (see Foucault, 1976b:140, on the concept of ‘biopower’). 
State structures, such as laws or even maps, are merely the material, tangible 
responses to and results of the full set of internal and external power relations.  
N. Rose (1999) extended the exploration of Foucault’s concept of governmentality 
to the urban subject and urban space, wherein ‘governable space’, as he called it, 
was not so much formed by the state but rather by the relations and interactions 
of the subjects. For Rose, ‘governable spaces’ are ‘… modalities in which a real and 
material governable world is composed, terraformed and populated’ (Rose, 
1999:32). In other words, government is territorialised – attached to space – at a 
variety of scales and places, whether that be the neighbourhood, a city street, a 
park, or the entire city. Government and governing are therefore a set of processes 
produced both at the top and bottom at varying scales, reinforced both by the 
state’s intentions to reify its power and, often unintentionally, by the thoughts, 
actions, and interactions of those governed by the state.  
If, as Rose (1999:34) proposed, governable spaces are produced through the 
‘marking out of a territory in thought’, then an ‘un-governable space’ – and within 
that, un-governable/un-governed subjects – would hypothetically exist in an un-
marked or un-claimed space, whether that corresponded to actual urban territory 
(such as a chaotic, un-policed, anarchic landscape) or un-marked spaces of thought 
and ideology. The tension between governable and un-governable space and 
subjects and the operations and processes of power are especially topical when 
discussing the authoritarian state and its power structures and processes.  
 
2.2.3 Framing the ‘Authoritarian City/State’, with Regard to 
Singapore   
 
The authoritarian city-state, complicated, variegated and multi-faceted, deserves 
deeper exploration, with its many shades and varieties. Damascus, Moscow, 
Pyongyang, and Beijing in many ways could not be any more different yet, 
observable in each city, are differing degrees of a powerful state/autocratic ruler(s). 




theoretical categorisation, as this would be a gross oversimplification and a 
disservice to the task of building cosmopolitan urban theory. Rather, the goal is to 
place and frame Singapore as one city with elements of authoritarianism, which has 
important implications for understanding local state-society-spatial relations and 
then building theory based upon research findings.  
Much of the literature on the authoritarian state, and the authoritarian city, stems 
from political science rather than urban geography. In general, literature on 
authoritarian places also would benefit from an update, given very recent world 
events in which authoritarianism often features heavily (see Levitsky and Way, 
2002, 2010). Much of the literature on authoritarian geographies evolved out of the 
Cold War-era paradigm, which was envisioned as more Manichean and dualistic 
than today’s multi-polar political web (e.g. Lipset, 1959; Altemeyer, 1981, 1988). 
For example, whereas until the 1990s the discussion had been about a democratic 
‘West’ and authoritarian ‘East’, the current geo-political landscape is more 
variegated, hybrid, and complicated – bits of authoritarianism can be found in one 
place alongside more liberal currents (see Ottoway, 2003, on ‘semi-
authoritarianism’). Indeed, as Jessop (2001:1231) argued, the authoritarian state 
should not be ‘taken for granted, reified or naturalized’, and a strategic-relational 
approach would suggest that authoritarian states ‘should be analysed as complex 
emergent phenomena, whose reproduction is incomplete, provisional and 
unstable… institutions should be deconstructed rather than reified’.  
The complexity of the debate around autocratic rulers (many of whom remain in 
power at the time of this writing, such as Syria’s Assad) means that questions such 
as whether or not democracy is even appropriate for all places have no clear 
resolutions and no straightforward answers. The large authoritarian powers – such 
as China, Russia, and Turkey – form powerful blocs, while smaller authoritarian 
places – such as Singapore or the United Arab Emirates – display some similarities 
and also stark differences to hegemonic authoritarian powers. Thus, more recent 
authors have begun the task of more thoroughly unpicking authoritarianism’s many 
paradoxes and contradictions, as well as how different versions of authoritarianism 
evolve in different ways across contexts (Fish, 2002, on ‘Islamic’ authoritarianism; 
Landry, 2008, on Chinese market-led authoritarianism; and Brownlee, 2007, on the 




Egypt). This PhD thesis continues that task by viewing the authoritarian city not as 
an easily demarcated, comparable fact but rather a set of locally-produced 
relations.  
Also largely absent (until very recently) in the literature on authoritarianism is the 
way that cyberspace extends, threatens, and in some ways reinforces territorially-
bound authoritarian power structures (however, there is an extensive older 
literature on other types of media, from Nazi film propaganda to nationalistic Soviet 
art and culture). This absence is partly owing to the newness of cyber politics, but 
it is also owing to a focus on anti-state rather than state-led cyber politics. Although 
there has been a surge of recent literature on digital activism in authoritarian cities 
(overviewed in following sections), most of this focuses on the power of social 
media to bring about transformative socio-political shifts, rather than the way that 
authoritarian states themselves use cyberspace to consolidate and strengthen their 
power. Here, too, this PhD thesis aims to add depth through the use of Singapore 
as an example, exploring how state space and state power extend to cyberspace 
alongside the critical cyber-grassroots and cyber-social movements.  
Singapore presents a particularly compelling – and complex – case of the 
authoritarian city because of its small (geographical) size, extreme level of state 
control, strong linkages and synergies with the (liberal) West, and uniquely 
entrepreneurial, outwardly-facing economic policies, which facilitate an exchange 
of ideas, capital, and human migrants. Bremmer (2010:5) defined ‘state capitalism’ 
as ‘a system in which the state functions as the leading economic actor and uses 
markets primarily for political gain’, and, by this definition, Singapore exemplifies a 
state-capitalist model.  
Sociologists and geographers such as Chua (1997, 2011), Haila (2000), Wee (2007), 
and Shatkin (2014) (as well as others) have equated the Singaporean state-capitalist 
model with authoritarian control and the spatial dynamics of power, in which the 
urban planning and political power relationship is constantly (and deliberately) 
interlinked and reified. This conception of Singapore builds off earlier literatures 
that explored the relationship of the state to space, and thus to power.  
Singapore therefore is just one of many, as Shatkin described, ‘distinct variation[s] 




politics’ (2014:117). Shatkin framed Singapore by asking, ‘what if planners in (name 
your city here) had almost absolute power to shape urban development? What 
utopias, or dystopias, would city planners conjure up?’ (116), and suggested that 
Singapore has ‘few parallels elsewhere in the world’ [ibid]. In arguing thus, Shatkin 
joined others who have studied the specificities of the ‘Singapore model’ (see 
Tamney, 1995; Chua, 1997, 2011; Tan, 2008; Ooi, 2009; Pow, 2014; Caprotti, 2014).  
Somewhere between a dictatorship and full democracy, there have been many 
names coined by authors for Singapore’s rather unique governmental structure, 
from ‘soft authoritarian’ (Ooi, 2009, 2010a and b) to ‘illiberal pragmatic’ (Yue, 
2007), to what Tan (2008) described as ‘managerial pragmatism’. Tan linked 
Singapore’s governmental system directly to its ability (and desire) to continually 
shift and re-image in order to develop and deliver a brand of pragmatism necessary 
to maximise the attraction of global capital (2011:67). In this conceptualisation, 
Singapore exemplifies the neoliberal global city, having been born as a deliberate 
trading post and still very much playing that role in the global economy. Tan also 
described Singapore as an advanced capitalist society that Herbert Marcuse would 
have called ‘one dimensional’ (2013:190). Shatkin (2014), meanwhile, explored 
how Singapore’s specific style of state – capitalism, which operates through state-
ownership of land and state-owned corporations such as Temasek Holdings – is 
different to larger state-capitalist models such as Hong Kong or (the much larger) 
South Korea. In Singapore, ‘the [state] has combined a commercial interest in 
property development and economic development, actualized through its central 
role in property markets and the corporate economy, with an interest in 
maintaining political control through economic development and the hegemonic 
control of space’ (Shatkin, 2014:117). Haila (2000) offered an earlier investigation 
into the somewhat contradictory positioning of Singapore as a ‘property state’, 
given that 85% of land is publicly-owned (a higher degree than even Hong Kong, 
which is structured similarly).  
While offering nuanced and contextually rich explorations, Shatkin and Haila are 
both Western-based (Boston and Finland, respectively), therefore lacking a critical 
internal Singaporean window. Shatkin (2014) in particular grappled with the notion 
and meanings of citizenship/citizenry within Singapore’s authoritarian confines – a 




external analyses are important and add texture to theoretical debates, literature 
coming from Singapore and by Singaporeans conceptualises the meaning of 
Singaporean identity and citizenship in a more self-reflective and perhaps nuanced 
manner. For example, Yue (2007), a Singaporean gender and sexuality scholar, 
framed Singapore’s ‘illiberal pragmatism’ as the particular meaning of citizenry 
within the confines (and openings) of the authoritarian state, presenting a more 
nuanced view of the Singaporean self (and sexual) identity, in which alternative and 
transgressive pathways can take shape despite (and because of) the level of state 
control. Meanwhile, Liew and Pang (2015) highlight ways in which Singapore’s 
neoliberal state vision has been increasingly challenged, as grassroots groups such 
as conservationists seek post - capitalist and more localised approaches and 
imaginations.  
Chua (2011) tracked how Singapore’s planning model has become a profitable 
export, with governments around the world (from China to Panama) looking to 
Singapore for policy and practice. Pow Choon-Piew (2014) likewise noted the ways 
in which the ‘Singapore model’ has been applied elsewhere, sometimes awkwardly 
and haphazardly. For instance, Singapore’s social housing model, which contains 
traces of socialism, has been copied in the form of expensive, private housing in 
other parts of Asia. Singapore’s lush and verdant ‘eco’ approach to urban 
development has been applied in China, in particular, which authors portray as 
viewing Singapore as a successful Sino-proxy. Caprotti (2014) has painted a stark 
and jarring picture of Chinese cities (such as Tianjin ‘eco-city’) implementing 
Singapore-style development, devoid of tropical greenery and the city-state’s 
economic, social, or cultural dynamism. In Tianjin, this development has resulted in 
half-empty towers surrounded by plastic trees. Shatkin (2014:135) suggested that 
Singapore’s (exportable) model has been premised on the following: ‘the 
subjugation and co-optation of civil society to the interests of the state; the severe 
curtailment of alternative claims to urban space outside of the state and the 
corporate economy; the imposition of a comprehensive regime of state social 
control; the assertion of state hegemony in determining the aesthetic and 
functional form of the city; and the bending of the meaning of history and culture 
to the interests of the state.’ It is this last point, on the ‘bending of …culture to the 





The Singapore model and authoritarian form of urban governance, by its very 
nature, is contradictory, hybrid, and constantly shifting – sometimes resembling 
portraits of the ‘neoliberal city’, and at other times not. This fluidity reflects both 
the inherent inflexibility in hegemonic assumptions about what neoliberalism looks 
like and also the incomparable aspects of the Singapore experience. Certainly, the 
state-market-urban land apparatus is uniquely Singaporean, but can the city-state 
truly be so easily demarcated from the larger global forces that both formed and 
reinforce Singapore as a nation? Singapore’s history, development, and current 
context will be revisited in more detail in Chapter 5.  
 
 
2.3 Theorising – and Rethinking – Urban Space 
 
In trying to re-conceptualise the state, and the full set of socio-spatial relations that 
comprise the state, it is crucial to return to older conceptions of how material space 
is produced, negotiated, and occupied; how space forms networks and is formed 
by networks; and the interplay between social relations and the spaces through and 
across which these relations occur. Just as authors have argued that the ‘state’ is a 
produced, rather than being a natural or fixed entity, a keystone of neo-Marxist 
urban theory since the 1960s has been the argument that space, too, is produced 
– both by the state and by the individual (Lefebvre, 1991[1974]). Lefebvre’s ‘spatial 
triad’ and ruminations on the production of (urban) space form the basis for this 
thesis’s empirical structure and serve as the rationale for the way I approached 
Singapore’s urban space.  
 
2.3.1 The Production of Space  
 
In a Lefebvrian sense, space itself is not natural, but produced in a three-tiered 
hierarchy. Lefebvre (1991[1974]) theorised that ‘first space,’ or ‘perceived space’, 
can be seen as the physical space around us. Soja, one of Lefebvre’s most well-
known interpreters (1996:66), explained that this ‘first space’ is the medium and 




‘conceived space’, is theorised by Lefebvre (ibid) as being a conceptual and 
objective type of space, a represented space. Soja (1996:67) delineated this space 
as where utopian thoughts and the creative imagination occur, including the vision 
of a city planner or city-maker. This space is also, according to Lefebvre, where 
maps and symbolic representations of space live. ‘Third space’, or ‘lived space’, is 
described by Lefebvre (ibid) as the space in which (people) actually live, and where 
social relations take place. This space is also defined as ‘representational space’, full 
of the lived experiences that emerge as a result of the relation between first space 
(spatial practice) and second space (representations of space). Lefebvre (ibid) 
further suggested that politics happen in the gaps between spatial practices (first 
space) and the representations of space (second space).  
Soja (1999) portrayed ‘third space’ (lived space) as space where humans realise 
everyday life, yet a space contradictorily full of both repressive and emancipatory 
paradoxes and possibilities. In Soja’s words, this space is, 
 
‘… multi-sided and contradictory, oppressive and liberating, passionate and 
routine, knowable and unknowable: It is a space of radical openness, a site 
of resistance and struggle, a space of multiplicitous representations […]. It 
is a meeting ground, a site of hybridity […] and moving beyond entrenched 
boundaries, a margin or edge where ties can be severed and also where 
new ties can be forged. It can be mapped but never captured in 
conventional cartographies; it can be creatively imagined but obtains 
meaning only when practiced and fully lived’ (1999:276). 
 
Another thread of Lefebvre’s (1974) space theory is the tension between 
represented space – for example, the way a city looks on a map – and spaces of/for 
representation. The latter is portrayed as spaces/places where, for example, people 
can represent themselves in various ways in the public realm. This is another way 
of conceptualising ‘conceived’ vs. ‘lived’ space. The internet, something that did not 
yet exist – at least, not in its present form – at the time of Lefebvre’s ground-
breaking theories, offers a hazy intersection of conceived and lived space, where 
space is both (paradoxically) represented and representative. Cyberspace would 
likely puzzle and beguile Lefebvre, were he still alive to theorise about it and how, 
for example, an authoritarian state might produce such space. 
From his Parisian vantage-point, Lefebvre (1991[1974]:23) made the prescient 




locally-situated discussion. How, for example, a space is represented (by a map) 
may vary from one place to the next, as do the type of social relations that occur. 
Still, Lefebvre’s notions of how the state interacts with space are in many ways 
transferrable across different contexts. He wrote (1991:23) that ‘[The state] weighs 
down on society (on all societies) in full force; it plans and organizes society 
“rationally”’. According to Lefebvre, this would be as true in Paris as in North Korea. 
No matter if liberal democracy or dictatorship, ‘[the state] enforces a logic that puts 
an end to conflicts and contradictions … it neutralizes whatever resists it by 
castration or crushing’ (Lefebvre, 1991:23).  
A key tenet of Lefebvre’s theory is the idea that space does not exist naturally, but 
is an ‘imposed normality’ (1991:23) by power structures (i.e., the state, or state-
market nexus). Furthermore, space is only brought into existence and understood 
as being a full set of social relations, experiences, and encounters at a specific time: 
‘space is nothing but the inscription of time in the world, spaces are the realisations, 
inscriptions in the simultaneity of the external world of a series of times, the 
rhythms or the city, the rhythms of the urban population ... the city will only be … 
reconstructed on its current ruins when we have properly understood that the city 
is the deployment of time ... of those who are its inhabitants’ (Lefebvre, 1967:10). 
Space, therefore, is envisioned by Lefebvre as constantly being remade; each 
moment in time constitutes a different space.  
 
Lefebvre has been criticised from a number of angles, but two recurring themes are 
his idealisation of the natural – or the non-urban – which Lefebvre (1991[1974]) 
indicates a wish to return to. Smith (1984) extended the capitalist city’s reach 
farther than Lefebvre, suggesting that nature, too, is a produced space, increasingly 
commodified and appropriated by state-market forces. The forest, the trees, the 
seas – these, too, Smith argued – are part of the ‘urban’ and its growing reach. 
Another critique comes from a feminist angle; Blum and Nast (1996:577) advocated 
that Lefebvre’s framing of many processes were inherently masculine, arguing that 
‘… his framework depends upon a heterosexuality that is fixated in a number of 
rigid, gendered distinctions ... equating the paternal with activity, movement, 






 I will add my own critique here: despite his efforts to imagine flexible versions of 
‘state’ and ‘society’, Lefebvre’s experience was limited to the bipolar world of 
‘West’ and (Soviet/socialist) ‘East’. Today’s more multi-polar world, with a 
comparatively larger span of democratic states, states in total isolation (North 
Korea) and everything in between, would require Lefebvre to expand and revisit his 
analysis. He might that find a place like contemporary Singapore reifies some of his 
theory but challenges other parts, namely, the state’s capacity to expand social 
welfare through the authoritarian production of space (see Shatkin, 2014) and the 
possibility that the state does not, actually, ‘castrate’ and ‘crush’ all in its path 
(Lefebvre, 1991:23). 
 
2.3.2 ‘Space’ vs ‘Place’: The Immaterial vs Material City  
 
Urban space is being reconceptualised within the new reality of a hyper-networked 
world, and, thus, the shifting spaces/places of activism and lateral activist networks 
are likewise being re-examined. The longstanding material/immaterial dichotomy 
of socio-spatial relations and interactions remains a prescient (and unresolved) 
discussion, as cyberspace and social media mean that the revolution is both being 
Tweeted and simultaneously occurring in-situ on the urban street (see Gerbaudo, 
2012). Authors are re-introducing and re-incorporating ‘place’ and ‘space’ into the 
lexicon of networked geographies, arguing that the daily practices of activists in 
‘place’ remains a critical concern in the study of social activism (Amin, 2005; Soja 
2010; Harvey, 2012). Specific, material sites remain key to exploring and to being 
part of the efforts within urban studies to connect the study of local sites to the 
networked and transnational relationships that make up social activism (Cumbers, 
Routledge, and Nativel, 2008; Featherstone, 2008).  
 
Responding to the new flows of the postmodern economy in late capitalism, 
authors throughout the 1990s increasingly focused on ‘place’ as constituted by 
networks and flows, rather than unique, fixed entities. Jessop et al. (2008) took a 
retrospective look at the theoretical debate that emerged between those authors, 
focusing on space as relational and embedded in a broader set of social relations 
(Cresswell et al., 2002; Cresswell, 2004; Massey, 1995) and the more recent work 




The postmodern conception of a ‘city’ as stretched across time and space is 
reflected in literature that has asserted that cities are no longer territorial spaces 
at all, but rather nodes in a wider circulation of capital, information, people, and 
travelling policy (Ren and Luger, 2015:151). Harvey (1989, 1996) argued that 
modern capitalism transforms our understanding of distance, whilst Urry (2000, 
2007) asserted that in the ‘new mobilities paradigm’, there is a general blurred 
experience of space and geography. In the new ‘informational city’ (Castells, 1989; 
Merrifield, 2002), territory does not matter: borders and boundaries are only 
symbolic, and ‘place’ becomes less important than the flows occurring within and 
across it. These are not new conceptions – they build upon earlier Marxist 
literatures such as Lefebvre’s conception of planetary urbanism (1991[1974]) and 
the ways in which the ‘urban’ is a set of social relations, rather than a bound entity. 
What the newer literature grapples with that goes beyond (and sometimes 
contradicts) Lefebvrian conceptions of space are the implications of the digital 
world and the related digital networks that have compressed (and accelerated) 
time, space, and social relations – an idea that Harvey (see 1996) in particular has 
championed.  
 
However, beyond such a general neo-Marxist lens, the researcher cannot escape 
the fact that place does matter as a physical, palpable, material reality. This 
realisation leaves lingering problems for researchers seeking to explore the 
‘planetary’ city. Indeed, Harvey has (more recently) refocused on the importance 
of place in cities, particularly as sites of social movements, and, specifically, in 
central or highly visible areas (Harvey, 2012). Soja (2010) strongly advocated for the 
spatial turn, arguing that spatial justice cannot occur over the internet but must be 
acted out on the street and in real buildings. Ignoring territory may lead to naively 
glossing over the lasting influence of history and historical events and connections 
tied to place, whether those be colonial, precolonial, or postcolonial. Massey (1995) 
urged theorists to consider local place amidst the discourse on rapidly expanding 
globalisation, using the metaphor of a jet plane carrying the global economy over a 
village without electricity or plumbing. The non-territorial city cannot be theorised 
in the absence of the territorial: when reaching out to touch a wall or a street, what 






Where, then, amidst the global and local circulations, past and present, do 
researchers research? In the perceived geography of flows and liquidity, the ‘Asian 
city’ can show up everywhere and anywhere, be all places at once; it is 
‘ageographic’ (as Sorkin, 1992, termed it). The metaphorical and semiotic, 
informational and immaterial ‘Asian city’ can appear in Singapore, Seoul, or Seattle, 
in the form of ‘Asian-style’ policy; it can appear on the internet, in the form of Asian 
social media networks and the blogosphere; it can appear in a visual and 
experiential sense in Chinatowns or ‘Little Saigons’ throughout the world, and it can 
appear in Africa or South America in the form of Asian-backed infrastructure and 
investment.  
 
Cresswell et al. (2002) built upon de Certeau’s assertion that it is place – in the 
everyday sense – that gives essential meaning to human life. He (ibid) explored how 
Soja’s (1996) idea of ‘third space’ played with de Certeau’s ruminations on the 
practice of everyday life. Cresswell et al. suggested that place is not only 
performative, but provides the very conditions for creative (and transgressive) 
social practices:  
 
‘… place is constituted through reiterative social practice – place is made 
and remade on a daily basis. Place provides a template for practice – an 
unstable stage for performance. Thinking of place as performed and 
practiced can help us think of place in radically open and non-essentialized 
ways where place is constantly struggled over and reimagined in practical 
ways. Place is the raw material for the creative production of identity rather 
than an a-priori label of identity. Place provides the conditions of possibility 
for creative social practice’ (Cresswell et al., 2002: 25).  
 
Jessop et al. (2008) have also been critical of the fixation with ‘space’ (over ‘place’), 
arguing that Lefebvre’s/Soja’s theories on space do not focus broadly enough on 
socio-spatial relations, and have ‘neglected to explore the interconnections among 
the various dimensions of socio-spatial relations, leading in turn to a variety of 
theoretical deficits, methodological hazards and empirical blind spots’ (2008:398). 
I add to this critique by proposing that neither Lefebvre or (the more recent) Soja 
dealt sufficiently with the implications of the digital/cyber world; the internet was 
not in existence in Lefebvre’s 1970s and only beginning to emerge as a global 




Latham and McCormack (2004) also argued that in (re)turning toward urban 
materiality, a better understanding of the (im)material is crucial in understanding 
the materiality of the city. They (ibid) argued for ‘… the importance to urban 
geography of a notion of the material that admits from the very start the presence 
and importance of the immaterial, not as something that is defined in opposition 
to the material, but as that which gives it an expressive life and liveliness 
independent of the human subject’ (Latham and McCormack, 2004:703).  
This PhD thesis engages with the material turn, but also addresses theoretical blind 
spots by focusing on both space and place, the material and the immaterial city, 
tying together the imaginations of the ‘third space’ with the socio-spatial realities 
of every day Singapore. These places are envisioned as both material and digital, 
with the digital ‘place’ envisioned as an extension of the material urban realm that 
is no less real.  
The question then emerges: what does the 21st century public square look like? 
Must this public space be a material site, or can digital spaces also function as public 
space for representation? Finally, how have conceptions of centrality changed, and 
what does centrality now look like, in the digital age?  
 
2.3.3 Reconceptualising Public Space: The Material City Square vs 
The Digital Agora 
 
The city (as a bounded entity) has formed a nexus of resistance and activism for 
most of its history. For instance, the Athenian agora was always a gathering place 
for dissent, and important urban places have formed the stages for activism from 
ancient history to present day. ‘Squares’ are therefore associated with revolution, 
as is the central city, a gathering point that represents a focal point for social 
struggle. Marx associated the city with both industry and revolution. Lefebvre 
(1968) associated central Paris – that place of monuments, museums, avenues, and 
parks – as the ‘site’ of the widespread socialist activism of the late 1960s. Forty 
years later, Low and Smith (2006), Mayer (2009), Soja (2010), and Harvey (2012) 
(among others) proposed again that the centrality of urban place remains crucial to 
activism. Enter Zuccotti Park, Central Bangkok, Tahrir Square, and the steps of St. 




These (older) authors, however, do not always extend the idea of the square 
beyond its traditional, material conception as a central meeting point in a city. Also, 
no two urban squares are the same. The contextual differences, spatial /legal limits 
and restrictions, varying degrees of censorship, physical scale, and even factors 
such as climate between these urban places need to be better explored. In some 
contexts, protest is illegal; in others, it is partially-legal; in other places, it might 
simply be too hot, too rainy, or too cold. In addition, protest need not look the 
same, or even take place in public places at all, which segues into another debate 
in the literature on activism. Authors do not agree over how important public space 
really is in terms of its relation to the urban encounter and activism in cities. Yet, 
regardless of how it now looks and feels, and where it is located in the digitally-
connected world, the symbolism of the ‘centre’ remains a key recurring theme in 
urban literature.  
Emerging literature is increasingly re-framing the idea of the square (and the 
commons), building on the idea of the digital agora and the cyber-commons. This 
literature is cross-disciplinary, as scholars from several fields grapple with the 
implications of a cyber-society. Political scientists Kirk and Schill (2011) used the 
term ‘digital agora’ to describe the way that cyber-citizenry participated in the 2008 
American presidential election, while Koch (2005) came from a media studies 
background to use a Baudrillardian lens to argue that the internet fails to provide 
public space for rational discourse.  
The debate about public space, the immaterial, and social movements is an old one 
in urban literature, but has been reinvigorated by the post humanist turn, in which 
Amin (2008:5) asked if it is still reasonable to ‘expect public spaces to fulfil their 
traditional role as spaces of civic inculcation and political participation?’ Amin 
(2008) suggested that civic/spatial practice is no longer as connected to urban 
public space as it once was, or, indeed, to ‘place’ at all; that such civic practices are 
now ‘shaped in circuits of flow and association that are not reducible to the urban’. 
Still, Amin conceded that public space/public urban place still has a role to play in 
the political encounter, ‘allowing us to lift our gaze from the daily grind and as a 
result, increase our disposition toward the other’ (ibid, 2008:6). Mitchell (1995, 




and central parks – as foci of publics and as spaces of representation for identity 
and politics.  
Public space and place has another function, which arises in the anthropological 
literature of Anderson (2012). In Anderson’s theorisation, ‘private’ vs ‘public’ 
induces not only different behaviour but also different worldviews and 
understandings of diversity and difference. Public space – be it the market, the 
workplace, the park, or the gym – forms a sort of ‘canopy’ underneath which 
cosmopolitan behaviour and worldviews are formed, i.e., where difference is 
encountered and negotiated. In Anderson’s (2012) ‘canopy of civility’, society 
places aside its prejudices, even if fleetingly and superficially, under the excuse or 
guise of civil discourse. Private space, however, such as the home or even the 
church or exclusive club, can be the site of ‘ethno’ views and behaviour, where 
difference leads to prejudice, misunderstanding and even fear. In Anderson’s 
racially and socio-economically diverse Central Philadelphia, Rittenhouse Square 
becomes a cosmopolitan place of civil behaviour, where African-Americans and 
ethnic whites civilly intermingle; homeless men exist alongside housewives, 
babysitters, ivy-league students, and ultra-orthodox Jews. Away from the 
‘cosmopolitan canopy’ – at home, at the church, or even within the corporate 
boardroom – ethnic slurs can be heard; doors are closed and barriers erected. 
These, according to Anderson, represent ‘tears’ in the cosmopolitan canopy. Thus, 
the ‘central square’ is inherently associated with both cosmopolitanism and civility. 
Anderson’s theory can also be extended to other contexts (replace Mosque with 
church, for example).  
There are some authors who prioritise the built environment – notably public space 
– over other forms and places (such as Mitchell, 1995, 2014; or Gladwell, 2010). 
Soja (2010) discussed coalitions that materially manifest for the advancement of 
‘spatial justice’, bringing added emphasis to the city street, square, park, and 
assembly hall. Harvey (2012) contended that in the ‘rebel city’, the revolution will 
begin on the pavement or in the park, as it has in Tahrir Square to Istanbul and back 
again. Others, though, such as Shirky (2008), Gerbaudo (2012), and Merrifield 
(2013), have portrayed the ‘digital street’ as full of possibilities for activism, 




This observation, as demonstrated through the empirical examples presented in my 
thesis, may be especially true in a context such as Singapore, where the possibilities 
of material space are highly limited, not only by small geographical scale, but also 
by a high-degree of state ownership and control (and the various restrictions and 
censorships inherent to Singapore’s controlling state). There is thus the possibility 
that a different conceptualisation of material vs immaterial activist space may be 
required, not only for Singapore, but also other cities with varying degrees of state 
ownership and control of the urban realm. Authoritarian cities, in particular, often 
feature a higher degree of state-influence around the use and occupation of the 
built environment when compared to oft-studied Western cities. The digital realm 
plays a highly important role in authoritarian-city activism, as demonstrated by 
current movements around the world. Herein arises a critique of much of the 
literature on public space: it does not always fully engage with the non-Western 
city and the (digital) implications of illiberal (state) regimes. The importance of 
digital activism in the Arab Spring and ensuing global movements has necessitated 
a new, more geographically-varied conversation.  
Electronic or digital space – ranging from email to social media (Twitter, blogs, 
Facebook, and many others) – has opened a ‘new frontier of public space’ (Mitchell, 
1995:122). This digital space may be even more crucial than material public spaces 
in some settings where the use and occupation of the built environment is 
particularly restricted or controlled (such as in Singapore), and where there is 
comparative freedom on the use of digital space. However, in other places, the 
digital sphere is more policed: in Iran or China, for example, internet activity is 
restricted and mis-use can result in imprisonment or even death. The internet is not 
completely free, anywhere, but offers different pathways for encounter and 
communication.  
Scholars have grappled with how to conceptualise digital space since the advent of 
the internet thirty years ago. This new space has stretched the definitions and 
traditional assumptions about materiality of space and has brought about the idea 
of the ‘global village,’ and Castells’ ‘network society’ (2000). That instantaneous, 
digitised space now stretched across time and rendered traditional boundaries and 
borders obsolete was an outgrowth of older discussions on modernity and the 




Geographers and urbanists within the older tradition of conceptualising urban 
space have recently revisited – and sometimes struggled to grasp – what the digital 
realm means for the modern city. All agree, though, that the transformation has 
been remarkable, as cyberspace has opened up new pathways and avenues, and 
extended the urban into a digital plane not previously thought imaginable. Scott 
(2016, forthcoming)) suggests that the ‘digital commons’ in fact represent the 'core' 
of ‘global 'cognitive-cultural economy' – and, increasingly define the ‘shape’ of the 
city, and that, ‘… a vast extension of the common has taken place in these last 
couple of decades as a direct effect of the development of cyberspace’ (9). In fact, 
Scott (2016, forthcoming:26-27) argues that, as a result of this cyber-extension, ‘the 
scalar dimensions of many (but by no means all) segments of the common now 
extend far beyond any single urban area and in numerous instances are nothing 
less than global’.  
  
This cyber-extension has real implications for the encountering of networks and the 
networks of encounter in the urban realm. Castells (2013) observed how the 
interrelationships of urbanised individuals are becoming more de-personalised as 
web-based exchanges increasingly supplant face-to-face interaction. Scott (2016, 
forthcoming), on the other hand, does not envision the cyber-common as 
supplanting interaction, but rather as complementing it and forming new methods 
and modes of communication, a theme echoed by other authors such as Merrifield 
(2013) and Gerbaudo (2012). In Scott’s (2016, forthcoming) conceptualisation, the 
'digital common’ is both global in scope but ‘punctuated by strong localised 
articulations’ (26) and a ‘complementary form of social reality subject to its own 
specific structural logics and … accompanied by its on specific kind of effects’ (27). 
Whether or not the digital/immaterial realm can ever become more important, or 
more influential, than material sites – actually supplanting the material public 
square – is a provocative question and one worth exploring.  
Therefore, urban space itself is re-examined, as Merrifield (2013) suggested – 
contemporary urban activism will no longer resemble Lefebvre’s Paris Commune 
(1968) or the Berkeley People’s Park, which Mitchell described in 1995. Rather, 
Merrifield proposed that modern capitalism has so stretched ‘the urban’ across 
space and time that resistance and contestation have likewise become stretched 




material, ideological, and performed all at the same time. It is this particular 
suggestion that this thesis investigates in detail. 
 
2.4 Theorising Urban Activism and Resistance  
 
2.4.1 The Literature on Traditional Urban Activism: Still Valid? 
 
‘State imposed normality makes permanent transgression inevitable … 
these seething forces are still capable of rattling the lid of the cauldron of 
the state and its space … though defeated they live on … and from time to 
time they begin fighting ferociously to reassert themselves and transform 
themselves through struggle’ (Lefebvre, 1991:23). 
 
Before reviewing the literature responding to the resurgent activism and resistance 
around the world, it is necessary to first go back to the older theoretical 
explorations of urban activism and contestation. There have been several ‘surges’ 
of urban activism in the 20th century, each of which has spurred authors to seek to 
engage with and respond to various forms of urban societal upheaval.  
If the upheavals of 1848 inspired Marx, then the Paris Commune of 1968 was a 
rallying point for the neo-Marxist Henri Lefebvre, who responded to the activity 
with his seminal Right to the City (1968) in which radical arguments were made over 
how people can (and should) claim urban space. Meanwhile, around the same time, 
urbanist Jane Jacobs touched upon urban activism (and became an activist herself 
in the late 1960s). She was involved in fights to stop cross-town expressways in 
lower Manhattan and later in Toronto, but also against the Vietnam War (which led 
her to emigrate to Canada). Jacobs was arrested twice, cementing her legacy as a 
scholar-activist. This climate of the activist-scholar coincided with the sweeping 
social and political changes of the 1960 – some of which Lefebvre would have also 
observed in France – the Civil Rights Movement in the United States; global 
movements against the Vietnam War; and feminism and the LGBTQ rights 
movements, all of which were most visible in cities, particularly in North America 
and Europe. Mayer (2009) suggested much of the urban activism of the period was 




suburbs and resulted in alienation and ‘inhospitality’. Struggles were race and class-
based.  
However, many other social, cultural, and political revolutions sweeping the world 
remained at the periphery of mainstream geographical and urban discourse. 
Literature from Asia gracing the pages of mainstream academic journals during this 
time-period was conspicuously missing: it is fair to say that the 1960s-1970s wave 
of urban-activist literature was, much like the other comparative urban literature 
of the same time, heavily weighted toward Western and Northern cases and places 
(for example, Chester Hartman’s 1984 exploration of radical protest movements in 
(newly) neoliberal San Francisco).  
But the word ‘radical’ itself is problematic, with a continually shifting definition and 
understanding through history. What is ‘radical’ in one generation may not be 
‘radical’ in the next, and radicalism has been associated with both the far-left and 
far-right at different times in history (see McCarthy and McMillian, 2011, on how 
understandings of ‘radicalism’ have changed over time, at least in an American 
context). In a non-Western context such as Southeast Asia, ‘radicalism’ deserves an 
even more objective approach, especially when Singaporean leaders (such as Lee 
Kuan Yew) have used the word liberally to portray enemies of the state as 
dangerous, no matter where on the political spectrum they may fall. This PhD thesis 
therefore considers ‘radicalism/radicals’ as it has been traditionally used and 
understood in Singapore, which I will return to in greater detail in coming chapters.  
Castells (1977) developed a broad definition of urban social movements (USMs), 
though this, too, was rather ‘normative’ (as Mayer, 2009, asserted). His (ibid) 
conception of activism still required groups to gather against a cause, failing to take 
into account the full diversity of urban movements (contextual, regional, cultural, 
political, stylistic, et cetera). Resistance, contestation, and the subtle 
differentiations between deliberate and non-deliberate activism; the way that 
groups and networks form (surprising and even contradictory) alliances and 
coalitions; and the many different ways of considering what constitutes activism 
required further understanding.  
This limited view of urban activism would change in a second ‘wave’ of urban 




contexts and territories, as outgrowths of the poststructuralist, humanist, and 
material turns that evolved in the 1980s and 1990s. This wave was more of an 
academic response to the neoliberal paradigm of the 1980s than to a global climate 
of activism, although the denouement of the Cold War and the resulting re-ordering 
of world affairs was also important. Authors looked at movements in various places 
that were against gentrification, commodification of urban space, and the 
privatisation of the commons, as well as nationalist and pro-democracy struggles 
sweeping the world. Keith and Pile (1993) sought to expose the new radical forms 
of resistance and the new ways that identity is formed in urban space, looking 
across emergent postmodern geographies to interrogate new spaces of resistance. 
Their (ibid) book challenged the ‘anachronistic’ and essentialised conceptions of 
‘older’ geographies of resistance, often determined and delineated according to 
categorised identity (whether that be ‘gay rights’, ‘feminism’, ‘black power’, or 
‘flower power’).  
If postmodernism and late capitalism made the global economy (and urban 
landscapes) more abstract and complicated (as Smith, Harvey, Soja, and Davis 
theorised in the late 80s and early 90s), then, too, the landscapes of oppression, 
division, conflict, and resistance must be understood to be likewise complex, 
contextualised, and spatialised. This re-emphasis of space and spatiality was 
emblematic of the non-representational (spatial/material) turn in human 
geography, shifting away from metaphorical and more culturally-abstract symbols 
and meanings in the urban landscape, as well as away from the neo-Marxist lens 
(discussed in the previous section on ‘space’ vs ‘place’). Mitchell (1995) explored 
protest movements in Berkeley, California (portrayed as very different from its 
radical apex in the 1960s) against the restrictions of use of People’s Park. Smith 
(1996), meanwhile, turned the idea of urban activism on its head in a postmodern 
twist that turned the middle- and upper-classes into the urban revanchists, seeking 
to reclaim and re-occupy space, as earlier groups of idealistic students and their 
allies had done in the 1960s. Meanwhile, Beitel (2012) revisited Hartman’s findings 
in San Francisco and found a much more complex, variegated milieu of local and 
global activist currents in a changing city. 
Though many authors clung to well-studied and hegemonic Western examples, this 




Routledge (1993) explored movements sweeping India, looking at ‘new terrains’ – 
not only in the Global South but also rural settings. Maliq Simone (1994) likewise 
expanded (and challenged) the discourse on activism by embedding it within 
Islamist movements in North Africa, exploring the ways that ‘Islamic activism’ was 
applied in urban transformations in Sudan. Such a differing, cosmopolitan 
conception of ‘the urban’ and urban activism pointed the way towards the more 
global discussion that would emerge in the 2000s in the ‘new geographies of 
activism and resistance’ that continue to sweep the world, as it is re-ordered once 
more following the 2008 crisis and neoliberalism’s ‘death, but dominance’. 
 
2.4.2 The New(?) Geographies of Resistance and Activism  
 
Resistance and activism have had a recent resurgence both in the news and in 
academic urban literature in the past decade (academic journals such as Antipode, 
for example). Authors long associated with the urban ‘left’, from Marx to Lefebvre, 
Castells to Harvey, have been revisited in what Neil Smith (2008) surmised may be 
a ‘post neoliberal’ era, following the global re-organisation of the economic crisis 
of 2007-2009. More recent explorations, such as those of Mayer (2009), Harvey 
(2012), Amin and Thrift (2013), and Merrifield (2013, 2014) have contributed new 
ideas about the new geographies of activism and resistance in the years of the Arab 
Spring, ‘Occupy Wall Street’, and widespread populist sentiment now observed 
from Europe to Brazil to the streets (and Tweets) of Hong Kong and Taipei. Herein, 
older issues of the ‘left’ and the city, radical coalitions and alliances, and 
conceptions of ‘spaces of hope’ (Harvey, 2002) are stretched and revisited across 
new geographical contexts, and also taking into account the constantly evolving 
digital ‘network society’ (to use Castells’ words) that sees websites like Twitter and 
Facebook playing a larger (and crucial) part in urban activism. 
As the world re-orders once again in perhaps the most monumental way since the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and the (then) perceived ‘end of history’ (Fukuyama, 1992), it 
can no longer be assumed that Western liberalism (or neoliberal economics) will 
define and characterise the coming generations. Paul Mason (2012) contextualised 
this new geography of resistance and activism alongside previous waves, including 





‘We’re in the middle of a revolution caused by the near collapse of free-
market capitalism combined with an upswing in technical innovation, a 
surge in the desire for individual freedom and a change in human 
consciousness about what freedom means’ (Mason, 2012:3).  
 
 
Amin and Thrift (2013) built on the idea of new spaces or ‘new openings’ for the 
left, which they defined as, 
‘… a set of different political forces grouped around common matters of 
concern and affinity; although they are often different in their character and 
contours, they cleave to the notion that all is not right with the world and, 
specifically, that the recurring evils of inequality, oppression and 
exploitation need to be fought’ (Amin and Thrift, 2013: xi). 
 
Meanwhile, authors have recently done a better job at engaging with new currents 
of resistance and activism outside the West. Solnit (2005), for instance, spent time 
exploring the Zapatista movement in Mexico, and non-Western authors 
increasingly join the discussion from around the world, themed around various 
issues, such as inequality in Brazil (Cypher, 2014), the occupation of Palestine 
(Makdisi, 2010), mining strikes in South Africa (Deegan, 2014), and feminism in 
Russia (Salmenniemi and Adamson, 2015). Asia, still sometimes ‘otherised’ as a 
category onto itself, has also seen reinvigorated activism-associated literature, 
which is outlined in more depth later in this section.  
 
Still, a few gaps (and ongoing debates) remain in the ‘new’ literature on urban 
activism. Firstly, the definition of what does, and does not, constitute activism is 
still not entirely clear. Authors have differing conceptions of what activism looks 
like, making for a richly textured discussion but lacking a clear ontological 
consensus. Many of the understandings of activism remain based on Western 
exemplars and often-studied cities, places with different political systems; 
languages, physical forms, and new forms of cultural hybridity are not as frequently 
cited, leaving room for more depth in the discussion. ‘Resistance’ is perhaps on 
over-used term; questions of what exactly constitutes resistance(s), or the forms 
resistance can take as it is performed, are open for interpretation. Indeed, no one 




Several other things are missing from this ‘new’ literature. Firstly, it is often swept 
up in the excitement of daily news bulletins, caught in the populism in the crowd, 
without actually analysing what might replace neoliberalism, or what practical 
impacts the activism is having. Secondly, this literature over-emphasises the 
spectacular, feasting on images of mass protest while overlooking the banal, 
mundane, everyday insights into what it means to be a part of the new paradigm 
against or beyond the neoliberal city/capitalist present. What the material, 
everyday manifestations of the ‘post’ neoliberal city are is not a question properly 
explored (yet), nor is this idea probed critically enough: is this really the end of 
something, a truly important paradigm shift?  
Davidson (2013) is sceptical: it is not enough, he argued, to simply celebrate the 
(non?) death of neoliberalism and ride the wave of the new activism. He pointed to 
the character ‘Stringer Bell’, from the American television hit ‘The Wire’ as an 
example of what the present-day revolutionary should look like: going beyond 
criticism and a willingness to engage with, and become part of, the political project 
in order to enact change. Davidson asked, ‘where is Stringer Bell?’, arguing that a 
disconnect remains between those celebrating a new revolution and tangible, 
effective revolutionary action. His is one of the most stringent critiques of the ‘new’ 
activist literature, which heralds the end of neoliberalism without really suggesting 
what comes next, or how urban social movements can actually become 
transformative.  
 
Colomb and Novy (2012) used both Fainstein and Fainstein’s (1985) and Castells’ 
(1977) (older) characterisations of urban social movements (USMs): ‘a type of social 
movement rooted in collectivities with a communal base and/or with the local 
stage as their target of action’ (Colomb and Novy, 2012:189). In Castells’ (1977) 
framing, USMs consisted of three types: a) those focusing on issues of collective 
consumption, i.e., struggles around the provision of and access to collectively 
managed services financed by the state; b) those defending cultural and social 
identity and character of a particular place; and c) those seeking to achieve control 
and management of local spaces, institutions or assets. Colomb and Novy (2012:2) 
described: 
 
‘...  some of the basic characteristics of an emerging urban social 




development and impacts: They have the local state and its policies as a 
target. They exhibit the distinct organizational features of traditional USMs: 
a grassroots orientation, non-hierarchical mode of organization, distance 
from party politics and conventional pressure groups, preference for direct 
action and protest tactics’ (Colomb and Novy, 2012:2).  
 
Likewise, Castells’ (1977) definition – that social movements can be contradictory, 
varied and cacophonous but must be united in their ‘againstness’ (being against the 
state, in his view) – does not necessarily apply in Singapore (and other places) 
where the ‘state’ takes different forms and plays (different) roles. Certainly, 
Castells’ appreciation of USMs was a broad one, but it still fails to truly characterise 
the ambiguities and ambivalences rooted in an authoritarian, tightly-controlled 
system such as Singapore’s, where sometimes outright anti-state manifestos and 
protest movements need to be censored, carefully scripted, or even avoided 
altogether, and joined-up coalitions are not so straightforward. What to make of 
social movements when they are both enabled and prohibited by the state and 
when (for example) artists or activists receive a state paycheque is problematic if 
one draws simply on the schemas of these authors.  
The idea that adversarial groups can sometimes be one and the same – allied one 
moment, opposed the next, and sometimes even unaware that they fit these 
definitions – is another possibility hinted at, but not fully explored in much of the 
emerging literature. In what category, one might ask, would a state policymaker 
who happens to also be an activist fit? Or indeed, an activist who happens to have 
a fairly senior role in the urban policy structure? Harvey (2012) and others have 
described the importance of contradictions and tensions in urban coalitions, but do 
not fully unpick and deconstruct such contradictions. The task of looking for and 
describing these urban social movements, coalitions, and networks in an atypical 
setting such as Singapore, which is only a proxy for the vast and rapidly growing 
segment of the world in which authoritarianism or quasi-authoritarianism may 
render familiar forms of urban social movements hazy, is thus an important (if 
complicated) one.  
 
As Lefebvre argued, ‘left’ and ‘right’ are not always differentiable, nor is the left 
always capable of providing new alternatives to the existing state apparatus: ‘weak 




on the terrain of those against whom it is fighting’ (Lefebvre, [1973]1976:126). 
Amin and Thrift (2013) suggested a reinvention of ‘the left’: a left ‘rebooted’, but 
still delineated ‘left’ from ‘society at large’ (xi). The inability to separate ‘left’ from 
‘society’ and, indeed, ‘society’ from ‘the political’, is one issue this thesis tries to 
address by highlighting Singapore’s fluid societal and ideological boundaries. As 
Merrifield (2013) described, the new organisations of hybrid activism defy and 
transcend boundaries: 
 
‘Organization spreads out like a tentacle, like an amorphous web, delicately 
structured yet robust enough to resist, because this structure is often elusive 
and difficult to pin down; its power base isn’t hierarchal and thus isn’t easily 
identifiable for any enemy’ (Merrifield, 2013:64). 
 
The question of what constitutes resistance(s) (and what does not) in the new 
complex urban geography is likewise not fully explored. Katz (2004) made an 
important attempt to sift through the layers of resistance, in terms of agency and 
self-awareness in the process. She showed how contextualised accounts of agency 
in different sites can attend to its variations, including its limits, its structuring 
context, and its uneven impact, rather than simply its autonomous existence. She 
contrasted resistance that involves oppositional consciousness and achieves 
emancipatory change, with forms of reworking that alter the organisation but not 
the polarisation of power relations, with forms of resilience that enable people to 
survive without really changing the circumstances that make such survival so hard.  
 
Even when well-defined, the aims and practices of activists may not always match 
the impacts; in fact, ‘such activism might be complicit with practices contrary to 
such aims’ (Buser et al., 2013:618). Buser et al., (2013) posed the problem that,  
‘… In many ways the dialectic of subversion and recuperation poses the 
fundamental problem of whether such activism is truly political; in other 
words, does it provide the grounds for radical action? Attempts to resolve 
this problem … tend to look for a definition of radical politics from which to 
assess cultural activism. Yet cultural activism does not necessarily 
guarantee radical political practice. Rather, it is caught within the 





Chatterton and Pickerill (2010) also recognised the complexity and diversity of the 
new activist geography, and attempted to engage more deeply with the 
complexities and localisms of various social movements. They (2010:479) described 
how the process of ‘activist becoming activist’ can be fraught with the struggle 
between a well-defined ideology of resistances on one hand, and the daily practice 
of pragmatism on the other. It may not be easy to make sweeping generalisations 
about global activism, and one person’s activist geography may not resemble 
another’s. These authors explored ‘everyday’ activism in what they call 
‘autonomous geographies’: research findings based on a two-year UK-based study 
paint a picture of a ‘messy’ road toward constructing an alternative future. 
Chatterton and Pickerill found that, 
 
‘… participants express identities that attempt to go beyond exclusionary 
labels such as “militant” or “activist”, which are set apart from the everyday 
and simply oppose the present condition … that everyday practices are used 
as building blocks to construct a hoped-for future in the present, but that 
this process is experimental, messy and heavily context-dependent, and 
found “contested and complex spatial practices that are neither locally 
bounded nor easily transferable to the transnational’” (Chatterton and 
Pickerill, 2010:476). 
 
Nor is the new activism and resistance the domain of the progressive West – a topic 
that requires additional exploration. As Maliq Simone found in the Sudan (1994), 
the illiberal, autocratic world contains its own myriad forms of activism and 
resistance. The undemocratic and quasi-democratic world has ‘bitten back’, in a 
sense, and represents a significant and growing share of the earth’s people. China’s 
autocratic model has survived not only Tiananmen Square and the 1990s, but a 
variety of internal and economic shocks, ranging from struggles on its borders to 
the ‘Asian crises’ of 1997 and 2003. Russia, likewise, has shown surprising tenacity 
in the years since the Soviet Union’s collapse, culminating in the 2014 Winter 
Olympics, commodity wealth, and the 2014 annexation of the Crimean Peninsula. 
Autocratic rulers have fallen in the ‘Arab Spring’, but have proven hard to shake: 
Egypt, the epicentre of the ‘people power’ movements that swept the Arab world 
in 2010-2012, has restored military rule. Bashar Al-Assad in Syria remains in power, 
if precariously so. From Turkey’s Erdogan to aging African despots right back to 
Singapore’s Lee family, autocratic rulers show little sign of weakening. If anything, 




shrinking of military forces, and divided electorates (in America’s case) – has 
bolstered the authoritarian world.  
 
The question of whether neoliberalism is dead, dying, simply entering a new phase, 
or stronger than ever is not a settled one, nor is the question of whether the 
Western-liberal world somehow ‘won’ the global ideological-cultural-political war. 
This PhD thesis does not answer these questions with finality – or even seek to. 
What this research does, however, is engage full-on with the complexity of new 
geographies of activism within a paradigm where non-democratic contexts need to 
be taken into account, and social media and the digital sphere are paramount. This 
digital realm simply did not exist a generation ago: research into how sites like 
Facebook or Twitter influence culture, or cultural activism, must keep up with 
instant and constant changes. The geography of resistance on the street thus 
changes with each ‘Tweet’.  
 
2.4.3 Theorising Digital Activism  
 
Merrifield (2013) called upon Castells’ (2009) conception of a ‘space of flows’ to 
describe this landscape of emerging resistance and activism: 
‘… The space of flows is not placeless: it is made of nodes and networks; 
that is; of places connected by electronically powered communication 
networks through which flows of information that ensure the time-sharing 
of practices processed in such a space circulate and interact … the space of 
the network society is made up of an articulation between three elements: 
the places where activities are located; the material communication 
networks linking these activities; and the content and geometry of the flows 
of information that perform the activities in terms of function and meaning’ 
(Castells, 2009:34). 
 
Within the space of flows, ‘nodes’ emerge that can be material and central 
(whether Tahrir Square in Cairo or Speakers’ Corner in Singapore), but these nodes 
can also be immaterial and highly movable, lacking clear delineations of fixities. 
Merrifield suggested these spaces can actually be immaterial and material at the 




‘People encounter one another because of certain situations, because of 
certain collisions in time and space, because of certain attributes … people 
discover interpolated group commonality because bodies and minds take 
hold in a space that is at once territorial and deterritorial, in a time that isn’t 
clock or calendar time but eternal time’ (Merrifield, 2013:35).  
 
While in many ways this digital space represents an almost limitless and infinite 
space of ‘assembling’ – larger than a city, nation-state or region, the inherent limits 
of such a space were identified early on by theorists. Mitchell (1995) used the case 
of the contested People’s Park, in Berkeley, to argue that a bounded park, a specific 
‘place’, as a public space for the gathering of publics, remains crucial to effective 
activism, and is critical of what Habermas (1989) called the ‘digital sphere’. 
However, Mitchell’s argument is somewhat dated: much has happened since 1995, 
and what was then an emerging and poorly-explored online world is now a digital 
reality in almost every corner of the world.  
Habermas’s ‘digital sphere’ is often portrayed as a supplement to material activism, 
but it in of itself is not big or strong enough to be meaningful or truly 
transformative. This portrayal came into question as ‘Occupy’ and the ‘Arab Spring’ 
ricocheted around the world, where social media – namely sites such as Twitter and 
Facebook – were crucial in organising street demonstrations and gathering support 
around. Still, authors remain sceptical that the digital sphere can actually supplant, 
or surpass, the city street as a ‘site’ of activism. 
Gladwell (2010), like Mitchell, has not been convinced that the immaterial ‘urban’ 
(social media being one manifestation) has the sort of power of possibility that 
Merrifield or Shirky (2008) suppose. Any activism that does occur online, in 
Gladwell’s understanding, is ‘weak tie’ radicalism, and at worst, ‘gutless’, allowing 
‘… the faint-hearted unite within the homely confines of their own four walls’ (in 
Merrifield, 2013:19). Comparing Facebook or Twitter ‘likes’ or membership in a 
digital ‘group’ to the sort of 1960s radicalism that inspired Lefebvre, or, in an 
American context, the African-American Civil Rights movements, is ludicrous, 
according to Gladwell. He argued that it simply cannot ‘… provide what social 
change really needs: people risking life and limb, as in the 1960s lunch counter sit-
ins at Woolworth’s’ (Gladwell, 2010:19). What matters most to Gladwell – and 




present in space (or place), and what he defines as the ‘strong-tie’ connections that 
bonded people to a cause and to each other. The revolution, Gladwell advocated, 
will ‘not be tweeted’ (2010).  
Yet herein a common problem in such literature is exposed: Gladwell’s conception 
of what the revolution looks like is based on the American civil rights movement, 
and he is unable to expand his conception to other contexts. Furthermore, how to 
locate and map the contextual contours of emergent cultural activism across 
various spatial typologies and scales, and the ways in which complicated networks, 
coalitions, and alliances overlap (and sometimes contradict) in these places, is 
another important, yet difficult task. Merrifield (2013) has spoken of ‘wormholes’ 
and ‘nodes’ within the urban fabric, and Harvey (2002, 2012) suggested that 
cultural groups are critical to forming spaces of contestation, opening up new 
possibilities. What these wormholes look like, or how a ‘space of hope’ might differ 
in context and fabric from Paris to Singapore, therefore invites exploration: do cities 
remain privileged sites for political struggle (as Lees, 2014:235, proposed)? And 
within and across cities, how do privileged sites – squares, parks, the home, the 
café, or online social networks – define new cultural-political movements, and how 
are they shaped and defined by these movements? At what scales and how are the 
various spatial scales interwoven? 
 
Merrifield (2013), likewise, argued that the ‘urban street’ remains front and centre 
in activism. However, Merrifield extended the ‘urban street’ to the digital realm, 
rather than envisioning the digital separate from the material. In his conception of 
‘the urban’ (building on Lefebvre’s 1968/1972 idea of ‘urban’), the internet is itself 
a type of urban meeting place interacting and influencing material activism (and 
vice versa) constantly and complexly. Merrifield critiqued Gladwell’s appreciation 
of material activism (i.e., the American civil rights movement), as Western-centric, 
and argued that Gladwell did not appreciate the important role that digital activism 
can play in other parts of the world, such as Asia. At the same time, though, 
Merrifield’s utopian vision for a digital revolution is problematic: not only is the 
internet less free in various parts of the world, but it is also a place where class and 
power relations reproduce themselves, promoting some and subordinating others. 





Some authors such as Fraser (1990) went further to suggest that reliance on the 
media as the ‘entrée into the public sphere is dangerous’. Media in the public 
sphere, or, as Habermas (1989) described, the ‘bourgeois public sphere’, is ‘… 
privately owned and operated for profit. Consequently, subordinated social groups 
lack equal access to the material means of equal participation’ (Fraser, 1990:64-
65). The digital public then becomes ‘Balkanised’, with a variety of mixed messages 
and counter-narratives. Mitchell (1995) argued that the occupation of material 
(public) space helps bridge these divides and separations because it assumes an ‘… 
orientation that is publicist’ (124) or brings to mind again what Anderson might 
describe as a ‘cosmopolitan canopy of civility’ (2012).  
Mitchell (1995) referenced Hillis (1994) in calling digital space a space of 
marginalisation, rendering groups without access to the digital (such as the 
homeless) as ‘invisible’. As he said, there is ‘literally no room in the internet’s public 
space for a homeless person to live’ (1995:122). Or, indeed, for a material, ‘bodies 
in the streets’ protest to take place. Others (Soja, 2010; Harvey, 2012) concurred 
that it is the material understanding of the urban that is most important for social 
movements to reconfigure and make place. A variety of de-facto censorship, self-
censorship, the disconnection between online ‘personas’ and reality, and questions 
of accessibility act as borders for a truly open and democratic ‘public’ on the 
internet. Mitchell (1995:149), eyeing the developing trend, coined this sphere 
‘almost exclusively a private, solipsistic empowerment of therapy’, creating a 
certain ‘kind of public’ and thus the spectacle of the ‘public’ becomes a new kind of 
‘online’ public.  
Merrifield (2013) recognised the important symbolism that public place has, but is 
uncomfortable fetishizing of place and even the city as a bounded entity. Rather, 
he stretches both concepts into a broader and more-encompassing urban (which 
Merrifield suggested is intrinsic to Lefebvre’s notion of ‘urban’ rather than ‘city’). 
The ‘urban’, a result of ‘hyper-capitalism’, is de-territorialised and stretched across 
time and space, and, therefore, so is the space of possible encounter and activism: 
‘… What we have now is a banal world of virtual flows and forms without 
any content – a deterritorialised world where territoriality doesn’t matter 
anymore, where everybody really is getting together on Facebook and 
Twitter; and it’s there, through new digital media, where our collective 
instinctual behaviour is now getting expressed, where our real future 





But rather than simply argue that material activism is stronger or more effective 
than online activism, Merrifield (cautiously) envisioned a sort of blend, where both 
still have their strengths and limitations, but together comprise a new and 
emancipatory form of political encounter in an ever more interconnected age. Lees 
(2014), tongue-in-cheek, called this approach Merrifield’s ‘third way of politics’ in 
her review. Shirky (2008) considered online activism, in fact, an ‘upgrade’ from the 
past, noting its instantaneous power to build coalitions and unite alliances on a 
scale – and a timeframe – that simply was not possible before. The importance of 
Twitter, for example, in the ‘Arab Spring’ should be considered alongside (and not 
contrasted with) the bodies in the streets that resulted in the toppling of autocratic 
regimes. Whereas Gladwell (2010:2) scorned that online activism ‘… makes it easier 
for activists to express themselves’, Shirky and Merrifield saw this as an enabling 
power – the power to spread ideas and the ability to join causes that may eventually 
transform into physical reality. Merrifield (2013) – perhaps too cautiously – played 
a middle ground where both Shirky (2008) and Gladwell (2010) are both right and 
wrong. He asked ‘… isn’t it possible to conceive of activism today as at once weak-
tie and high risk; both online and offline, de-territorialized and re-territorialized, 
invariably at the same time?’ (2013:19). Furthermore, Merrifield rightly called out 
Gladwell’s Western (liberal) bias in asserting that Gladwell had ‘… forgotten that in 
many countries like Iran and China, even [digital] activism is a risky business… 
enough to get you arrested and tortured by the authorities … it too requires a lot 
of courage’ (Merrifield, 2013:20).  
In this sense, activism takes on a highly postmodern form: flows both online and 
offline, which Merrifield (2013) compared with how Marx conceived the global 
circulations of capital (in Grundrisse):  
‘A series of interrelated movements, of dialectical shifts of fixity and flow, 
of production and distribution, of consumption and exchange ... in other 
words, activism happens someplace, is produced someplace, materializes 
itself offline, consummates itself somewhere … but it circulates elsewhere, 
moves virtually, online; and transforms itself emotionally, modifying itself 
continuously …’ (Merrifield, 2013:19).  
 
Though Merrifield was perhaps over-cautious in allowing activism to be effective in 




much of the literature on the new geographies of activism: the fact that much of 
the world does not resemble, in governance, culture, or other characteristics, the 
West. Therefore, discussions of activism must become more planetary and 
cosmopolitan in nature and must move away from using familiar Western 
examples. 
Still, other critical authors on Merrifield’s (2013) thesis have been less convinced. 
Mitchell (2014) brought the argument back to earth, suggesting that Merrifield 
‘fails spectacularly’ (235) in suggesting any sort of concrete pathway forward in 
moving beyond the ‘right to the city’. He writes that Merrifield, though as lovely to 
read as ‘James Joyce’, offers little guidance in ‘doing’ the new geography of the 
political encounter. Lees (2014), also commenting on Merrifield, was less critical, 
praising many aspects, and suggesting that Merrifield’s planetary conception of 
new geography ‘gets us thinking’ (235). Like Mitchell, Lees questioned how 
Merrifield proposes dealing with the nitty-gritty of modern class-consciousness and 
the work of dealing with conflict in cities – which, as an activist-geographer, Lees 
encounters in a very real, material sense in her involvement in anti-gentrification 
movements in London. Herein is the crucial tension that belies my thesis: is the 
material space, and place, of a city (such as Singapore) still a privileged site to 
explore conflict, or must the entirety of spaces of flows be considered?  
 
2.5 Making – and Critiquing – the Cultural City  
 
2.5.1 The ‘Cultural City’ Becomes a Global Policy   
 
The relationship between cities, creativity, culture, and activism is an old one. In 
the 1920s and 1930s, the Bauhaus movement, in which art, architecture, criticality, 
and social critique came together, inspired Weber (1923:72) to suggest that ‘…the 
city and only the city has produced the characteristic phenomena of art history’. 
Jacobs (1961, 1970) recognised the contribution that vibrant urban milieus made 
toward creativity and innovation, suggesting that the random and spontaneous 
interactions of people within a city give rise to meaningful, strange, miraculous 




The rise of ‘Silicon Valley’ and the ‘research park’, picking up steam in the 1970s, 
began to captivate students of creativity and innovation, though there was not yet 
a coherent roadmap or academic tranche on the link between creativity and 
economic growth. Lees, Slater, and Wyly (2008) noted that Bell’s (1973) post-
industrial thesis, and Ley’s (1980) theorisation of a new cultural class, which drew 
on it, predated but had a lot in common with the supposedly new idea of a ‘creative 
class’ (Florida, 2002. ‘Urban creativity’ began to form into a coherent literature base 
as cities underwent post-industrial transformations (Harvey, 1989) and urban space 
and flows increasingly took on postmodern forms, across space and time (Soja, 
1989). Harvey (1989) outlined a new urban economic order in which a ‘new 
economy’, one not based around smokestacks and docks but around minds and 
culture, would increasingly define cities, and the postmodern landscape was 
explored (Soja, 1989; Scott, 1993; Scott and Soja, 1996) as one characterised not by 
people working with their hands, but with their heads in glassy office buildings and 
lofts. These ‘creative’ flows were envisioned to be increasingly ‘clustered’ in either 
a physical proximity (Porter, 1990) or some other kind of relational proximity, such 
as in networks of ‘Global’ cities (Sassen, 1991; Knox, 1995). The old industrial model 
was dead and dying: the ‘new economy’ and, within that, creativity and culture 
were taking its place.  
Meanwhile, urban literature was undergoing a ‘cultural turn’ in which social and 
cultural geography joined together and entered a new realm where space and place 
began to be critically re-examined and re-mapped (Ley, 1983; Massey, 1995; Crang, 
1998; Valentine, 2001). In the cultural city, linkages were made between the street 
and sexuality, desire and the built environment, and the human experience and the 
postmodern landscape. Hall (1998) sought to identify the ‘essence’ of cities that 
may, however briefly, foster creativity: he asserted that there is an element of 
serendipity in the way ‘great cities’ fuel creativity. Whilst this in itself was an 
incomplete and rather vague assertion, Hall challenged researchers to explore why 
the ‘… chance encounters and happy accidents that fuel creativity happen in 
particular cities at particular times’ (in Hubbard, 2006:211). The idea was also 
emerging that creative people tended to cluster together in cities, just as certain 
‘knowledge’ industries did, choosing to situate themselves in a milieu of ‘rumours, 
impressions, recommendations, trade folklore and strategic misinformation,’ (also 




The link between cities themselves and a new kind of urban dweller, that desiring 
proximity to artists, authenticity, and ‘loft living’, was advanced by Zukin (1982), 
speaking of the early formulation of the nexus of art, the built environment, capital, 
and gentrification that would further be explored throughout the 1980s and 1990s. 
Zukin also made the link between such spaces and eventual gentrification and the 
displacement of the early wave of alternative types, a theme that would be built 
upon in the 1980s and 1990s (although Ley, 2003, offered a more sympathetic take 
on artists and gentrification). Zukin (2010) argued that this process was, at least in 
New York City, more or less complete by the end of the pre-2008 boom.  
The emerging discourse on the cultural city merged, in a sense, with the emerging 
literature on the ‘global city,’ (Sassen, 1991, 2001; Knox, 1995; Glaeser, 2011), since 
both became equated with economic competitiveness: a city’s ability to be ‘global’, 
in this paradigm, was dependent on its ability to be creative, and vice versa. 
Beaverstock et al. (1999, 2000) identified 55 ‘world cities’ based on a variety of 
economic indicators, with another 68 with the potential to become world cities, as 
well as ‘alpha world cities’, which included London, New York, and Tokyo, followed 
by Chicago, Hong Kong, Los Angeles, and Singapore. Varsanyi (2000:34) described 
these world cities as ‘ethnoscapes’, characterised by the movement of tourists, 
immigrants, exiles, refugees, and guest workers of different nationalities and 
cultures. Evans (2009) wrote that ‘world city’ ranking exercises began to 
incorporate culture and creative competitiveness into their comparisons by the 
early 1990s.  
The role of cities as concentrations of the creative ‘innovative’ activity addressed 
by Jacobs was revisited by Scott (1996), who argued that: 
‘… Cities have always played a privileged role as centres of cultural and 
economic activity. From their earliest origins, cities have exhibited a 
conspicuous capacity both to generate culture in the form of art, ideas, 
styles and attitudes, and to induce high levels of economic innovation and 
growth’ (Scott, 1996:323).  
 
Around the same time, Castells published his research on the Castro Gay Village in 
San Francisco (1983), describing how ‘fixer-upper’ urban gays (among them, many 
artists and bohemians) concentrated in a formerly working-class Irish/Italian 




social groups. Castells’ early linkages of urban groups (such as gays) and urban 
space, although visionary, lacked a certain critical edge and depth. What 
‘bohemian’ really means in terms of performativity and every day materialism, and 
what divides them (in terms of class, ideological, ethnic, worldview) from ‘yuppies’ 
or amongst San Francisco’s fixer-upper gays was not fully questioned or explored.  
Throughout the 1990s, urban theorists scrambled to understand this new 
geography of capitalism that had rendered so many industrial cities obsolete at the 
expense of new, slick, boomtowns. On a more practical, policy level, many cities 
had already embraced arts and culture as an economic tool as early as the 1950s: 
indeed, one can go back to the urban renewal movement in the United States to 
see examples of arts and culture ‘spaces’ being envisioned as key drivers of 
economic development (from the Lincoln Centre, in New York City in the 1960s, to 
the Sydney Opera House, around the same time).  
Two seminal books would shift the discussion into a more focused linkage between 
urban creativity and urban economic growth. One emerged from the United 
Kingdom, Landry’s ‘The Creative City’ (2000), and one from the United States, 
Florida’s ‘The Rise of the Creative Class’ (2002b). Landry (2000) provided an outline 
of urban creativity not specifically discussing arts and culture but rather creativity, 
in a broader, more holistic sense: a paradigm, a way of thinking through which 
urban problems could find solutions.  
But it would be the American/Canadian economic geographer Florida who would 
produce the most transformative, trendy, and controversial literature about cities, 
creativity and applied urban policy, through his use of easy-to-digest rhetoric, 
positive economic narratives, and policy-friendly language. Florida’s seminal works, 
‘The Rise of the Creative Class’ (2002) and ‘Cities and the Creative Class’ (2004) 
found a global policy realm that was immediately receptive to these ideas (see Peck, 
2005). Florida took a positivist approach towards re-conceptualising the ‘creative 
economy’. In Florida’s interpretation (2002, 2004), there was an economic linkage 
between white-collar, high-paying occupations (such as law, banking, consultancy) 
and certain underlying, pre-existing ‘creative’ conditions. These included the ‘Three 
T’s: ‘talent, technology, and tolerance’. Talent, in Florida’s eyes, referred to the 
presence of universities (and high levels of PhDs); technology referred to the 




Florida coined ‘the gay index’ – the local proportion of (self-professed) same-sex 
households. If the ‘Three T’s’ are in a row, Florida suggested, then a city can be a 
‘creative class’ mecca (which means economically successful, measured by things 
such as population growth in the 25-34 age cohort and net job growth). If the three 
‘T’s’ are absent, Florida argued, the city will not compete as effectively. ‘The 
creative class’ therefore became emblematic (according to Florida) of the entire 
portion of the American economy involved in innovation and economic growth, 
which he estimated was approximately 30 percent of the total workforce (2002).  
Florida (2002) (using the ‘Standard Occupational Classification System’, US Census) 
broke down his ‘creative class’ into two sub-categories: a ‘super creative core’ 
(comprising about 12 percent of American jobs), and ‘creative professionals’. The 
‘super creative core’, who were ‘fully engaged in the creative process’ (2002:69), 
included groups such as artists, design, and media, as well as engineers, scientists, 
educators, and researchers. The ‘creative professionals’ were those in ‘knowledge’ 
industries (2002:69), using ‘higher degrees of education’. This group included 
lawyers, real estate brokers, investors, and consultants: occupations not 
traditionally grouped with the arts and culture (but paid highly enough to buy art 
and frequent cultural activities). Also grouped within the ‘creative class’ were 
Florida’s ‘bohemians’ (2002:70) – an envisioned ideological group, categorised 
according to their non-traditional, progressive lifestyles, rather than a specific 
occupation. In Florida’s positivistic theorising, all of these groups relate to one 
another in a successful city or region. Thus, the ‘bohemian index’ (aka, the number 
of coffee shops) joined the ‘gay index’ as a proxy-estimation for the strength of the 
local creative economy. Also necessary was an underlying coolness, a ‘buzz’, an 
idealised hip and edgy milieu that was suddenly deemed necessary to attract and 
retain the new economy (measured by the ‘bohemian index’, or number of coffee 
shops in a particular place). Exactly why or how gays or coffee can be linked to 
economic success is one question (of many) left both un-answered and un-proven 
by Florida. He would later extend his list of ‘winning’ creative cities internationally, 
espousing the values of (mainly Western) places such as Amsterdam, Austin, 
London, and Sydney.  
This positivist approach presented a well-packaged and easily transferrable set of 




more importantly, deliver, without committing either substantial public funds or 
more nuanced, long-termist planning. Florida’s books, presentations, 
consultations, and speeches coincided with a rapidly increasing number of so-called 
‘creative cities’ around the world, with policy assemblages dealing with urban 
renaissance and the cultural economy, from the United Kingdom to Singapore. By 
the mid-2000s, the gospel of creativity had become almost a form of urban 
evangelical religion, a global church with a fast-grown number of urban-policy 
adherents (Peck, 2005). Arts districts, urban villages, cultural festivals, and trendy 
districts spread the world like wildfire and by the mid-2000s it was hard to go 
anywhere, at least in the developed world, without encountering some aspect of a 
creativity policy. What these policies had in common, critics began to note, was a 
certain lack of self-reflection – an almost religious belief that invoking creativity 
would bring economic benefits without any downsides (Peck, 2005). 
 
Criticism has taken different forms, from critiques of Florida’s empirical and 
statistical work (Malanga, 2004; Krätke, 2010) to more structural critiques equating 
the creative/cultural economy with a new and insidious form of neoliberal 
urbanism and making the link between creative policy and 
gentrification/displacement and inequality (Peck, 2005; McCann, 2007, 2008; 
Zukin, 2010). Others (Markusen, 2006, 2014; Pratt 2011a, b, c) have critiqued the 
misunderstandings about cultural producers/production, rather than consumption 
– such as working artists and small-scale, independent, cultural industries, which 
are largely absent from Florida’s ‘creative class’ theory and resulting urban policy. 
Finally, there are critical voices who claim quite simply that economic cycles are 
large enough and global enough to render any creativity/cultural policy, or any 
associated ‘cultural’ urban space, obsolete after some time (Evans, 2009); others 
have suggested that the ‘evidence base’ for arts-led regeneration is poor (Lees and 
Melhuish, 2013).  
 
Perhaps the most biting critique on the ‘creative cities’ agenda is that such policies 
hurt rather than help many inhabitants in the cities in which they are applied. 
Florida’s inequality index (2003) ranks many ‘creative cities’ (London and San 
Francisco, among them) high on the list, and the UKTI (2004) noted that ‘openness 




conceptualisation of cities is a lasting problem of Florida’s approaches: if the 
‘creative class’ is desirable, there is an unspoken connotation that a non-creative 
class (whatever that may consist of) is undesirable. This division of elite ‘cultured’ 
and non-elite ‘uncultured’ coincides with an era that has seen rising inequality and 
a renewal of urban literature dealing with the divides between the ‘cosmopolitan’ 
and the ‘heartland’ (Tan, 2008; Anderson, 2012).  
 
There are other structural, and physical, concerns with the broader cultural turn in 
applied urban policy, regeneration, and place-making: the ways in which the 
environment and urban neighbourhoods are re-imagined and constructed around 
‘creative’ themes has been exposed to be highly problematic. Evans (2009) revisited 
the idea of the ‘creative space’ as a white elephant: an often expensive, peculiarly 
inadaptable structure or district that fails to adapt to changing economic, cultural, 
or political circumstances. He (ibid) listed the moribund technology parks of the 
1960s and 1970s (office buildings slung across suburban campuses) as examples of 
spaces designed for creativity that did not age well, designed for one purpose that 
was fleeting rather than permanent. In Evans’ imagination, the landscape of 
creativity is not unlike Harvey’s (1989) postmodern notions of the ‘ruins of 
capitalism’, or indeed Lefebvre’s (1974) notions of capitalisms’ ability (or inability) 
to produce and reproduce meaningful urban space. Evans called creative city policy 
a ‘panacea’ that is often haphazardly applied in places, much like a cheap coat of 
paint. Evans also pointed to the gentrification and the displacement of the original 
intended users of these spaces, and others echo his concern that the creative city 
is a harbinger of gentrification and displacement (also see Scott, 2006; Evans, 2005; 
Pratt, 2007; Lees, Slater, and Wyly, 2008; Zukin, 2010; Chang and Huang, 2009).  
One recurring problem with literature that is critical of the ‘cultural turn’ in cities is 
the inability to transcend and move beyond the class-based categories that Florida 
(2002) uses, or to move away from elite-level analyses of policy, practice, and urban 
space. The ‘cultural contradictions’ of urban creativity are not fully unpicked (see 
Pratt, 2011c): interviews tend to be with the same groups and many so-called 
‘creatives’ are hard to find, hard to reach, and impossible to locate (those with non-
commercial aims, hobbyist in nature, part-time; the stay-at-home mom who makes 
clay objects at night; the banker who sings in a band on the weekend; the labourer 




more ephemeral and fluid creative milieu, are hard to define and where to place 
them in the literature and theory is difficult. Kong (2012a:280) emphasised the 
need for conceptual clarity, which is often lacking, between the creative sector in 
terms of art and culture for culture’s sake, and the economic aspect of the creative 
industries. Citing Cunningham et al. (2008), she asserted that ‘…the creative 
industries discourse is increasingly incapacitated in understanding the shape of 
emerging global trends and advancing both theoretically and practically engaging 
responses’ (Kong, 2012a:280). Pratt (2008, 2009, 2011c) also called for better 
definitions and explorations of the consumption (galleries, theatre) aspects of 
culture and creativity with production (studios, ‘creative manufacturing’), the latter 
of which, he argued, is rather poorly explored in literature.  
 
2.5.2 Making Cultural Cities in Asia: The Arts within Authoritarian 
Confines  
 
Critical voices aside, Asian cities have been re-made into cultural cities in various 
ways, spanning Asia’s vast diversity and varied local terrains (see Kong et al., 2015, 
for a recent analysis of comparative cultural policy across East Asia). Literature is 
now emerging from Japan through Korea down to South East Asia and the 
Subcontinent that explores how arts and culture have become central to policy-
making, even as other parts of the world have turned away from state-driven arts 
policy (Kong et al., 2015, and Oakes and Wang, 2015, are two such recent surveys).  
Asian cities, particularly the hyper-developmental ‘Tiger’ cities (such as Hong Kong, 
Seoul, Taipei, Beijing, Shanghai, and Singapore), have been particularly receptive to 
the idea of investing in arts and culture as an economic, social, and political policy 
approach (Ren, 2015; Kong et al., 2015; Oakes and Wang, 2015). Authors have 
explored, and critiqued, the ways in which the ‘creative city’ (as a travelling policy 
imperative) has moved beyond the West and become embedded in the ‘Asian city’. 
However, these policies reach places in different forms, at different times, and via 
different conduits (see Flowerdew, 2004; Gibson et al., 2006; Kong and O’Connor, 
2010; Kong, 2012a, b; Kong et al., 2015; Oakes and Wang, 2015). Indeed, some of 
these policies emerged from within the localised Asian context, forming hybrids 




this aspect that is less explored – the localisms that render the Asian cultural city 
contextually different to hegemonic global exemplars. This PhD thesis picks apart 
one such Asian cultural city (Singapore), seeking to highlight the Singaporeanisms 
that form hybrid cultural policies and unique cultural outcomes.  
The cultural turn and associated policies have been notable in a number of East and 
South-East Asian places since the 1990s, but particularly as the Landry-Floridian 
creativity script gained traction after 2000. The policy transfer (and policy 
uptake/assemblage) process of has been fairly well-documented (see Flowerdew, 
2004; Kong, 2012a, b; Kong et al., 2015) although this is not as much the case 
outside of the ‘Tiger’ cities. Yet this policy transfer process across contexts – in the 
case of Taiwan (and many other Asian cities) from Western-liberal to the 
developmental state – has been prone to strange mutations, and these policies are 
thus full of tensions (Grodach, 2012b). Oakes (2012, 2013, et al., 2015) outlined 
these tensions in terms of plan-versus-project tension (the disconnect between a 
creativity policy and its delivery), production-consumption tension, and 
exclusion/inclusion tension (both of which are part of the general criticism of 
creative city policies, outlined in following sections) in the context of China’s cities. 
‘Planning creativity’ may be an oxymoronic and paradoxical term, but this is even 
more the case when thinking of ‘state space’ in an Asian/authoritarian context.  
 
Whereas discussions about the ‘creative city’ and cultural economy had reached 
maturity in much of the West, the creative city paradigm continues to gain 
momentum in places such as China (and Singapore). In these more tightly-
controlled places, policy and practice continue to grapple with the role of the arts. 
China’s cities implement cultural districts at the same time that the Chinese 
government limits critical voices; arts festivals are promoted while some artists face 
house arrest. This situation puts Chinese (and expatriate) artists in a peculiar 
position in terms of self-reflexivity, choosing artistic mediums that push boundaries 
– but not too far (see Ren, 2015).  
 
At the same time, the Asian cultural city produces unique landscapes and locally-
embedded geographies, deeply rooted in longstanding Asian traditions and cultural 
themes. Note, for example, the designated cultural city of Dafen, China, in which 




planned art-making and commissioned performances that take place there (see 
Wang, 2014). Dafen’s, or China’s, attempt at an urban cultural cluster very well 
represents the sort of hybridity found in the Asian cultural city, where European-
style state art-funding is applied in distinctly local ways. In China’s case, the art and 
performance commissioned in Dafen is, on the surface, tied to nation-building and 
nationalism, with critical or controversial themes restricted. However, Wang (2014) 
explored the small subversions that occur as artists subtly subvert state themes and 
state aims. The example of Dafen exemplifies the contradictions found when 
authoritarian states provide space for the arts, and the uneasy dance between 
artists and state limits on free expression.  
Places like South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Japan do not carry with them the 
same authoritarian restrictions as mainland China, yet each has its own set of state-
society relations and degrees of freedom of expression. Sasaki (2010) explored the 
implementation of ‘creative city’ policies in Japanese cities, and found that such 
policies have resulted in a ‘lively and inclusive grassroots’ (Sasaki, 2010: S3), which 
have helped move Japanese cities toward being socially inclusive. Kwon and Kim 
(2014) reviewed how the cultural industries have been central to South Korea’s re-
imagining and identity over the past few decades into a global exporter of culture, 
noting the current predominance of Korean pop-music and associated pop-culture. 
In their analysis, South Korea’s economic rise and new affluence have gone hand-
in-hand with a robust cultural industry sector.  
State arts and culture policies are not limited to China or the leading ‘Asian Tiger’ 
cities/countries. For example, Georgetown (Penang), in Malaysia, began an arts 
festival in 2011, a few years after being recognised as a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site. The Georgetown Festival takes root somewhere between the Edinburgh Fringe 
and Singapore. Malaysia does not typify the Chinese model of authoritarianism, but 
presents its own complex environment for Western-style art festivals, namely, a 
diverse mix of Muslim Malay, Chinese, and Indian cultures that do not always co-
exist comfortably. Malaysia’s national, state, and urban governments must mediate 
this local context carefully when implementing Malaysian-style cultural policies. 
Still, cultural policy is lesser explored in countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia, 
Cambodia, and other more peripheral Asian states – the Asian periphery, and 




missing from a literature base that is dominated by Singapore, Hong Kong, Seoul, 
Taipei, Tokyo, Shanghai, Beijing, and other capitals.  
Kong and O’Connor (2010) pointed out that key strategies of national and city 
policies from various Asian cities on the cultural and creative industries (CCIs) are 
largely ‘... derived from the European and North American policy landscape’ (1). 
Pratt (in Kong and O’Connor, 2010) likewise offered a cautionary view on the 
current attempts by Asian cities to ‘xerox’ or directly replicate cultural policies from 
Europe (10). He (ibid) argued that not only is there an ‘… imprecision concerning 
the core concepts that underpin the CCI’ within Europe, and there is also an 
assumption that there is a ‘unitary European experience that Asian cities can draw 
upon’ (9-10). Hence, Pratt contended that the adoption of policies from Europe is 
not a ‘feasible prospect’ for Asian cities (19).  
 
Tschang (2010) echoed this sentiment, arguing that CCIs in Asia have made a name 
for themselves through imitation rather than innovation, where a ‘... general lack 
of a social process’ has hindered the development of ‘creative individuals or 
workforces’ (32). For Tschang, there are factors that are particular to Asia, such as 
differing business strategies with an emphasis on ‘rent-seeking’ rather than 
‘innovation-seeking’ that have resulted in ‘imitative innovation trends in most Asian 
countries’, which make implementation of policy from Europe problematic (38, 40). 
In contrast to these arguments, I use empirical examples in this PhD thesis to show 
that the assumption of imitation based on the European example may be over-
stated; examples such as Singapore’s ‘Awaken the Dragon’ festival (discussed in 
Chapter 7) show how local context based on historical indigenous art forms do not 
bear resemblance to European cultural production. 
 
What also cannot be ignored is that the ways in which (different) cities are 
governed has a large impact on the creation of CCIs. This is a particular issue in Asia. 
Whilst (most) Asian cities can broadly be described as ‘democratic’, or quasi-
democratic, the ways in which politics are practised differs widely from the 
accepted notion of democracy as understood in Europe. The notion that CCIs 
require a knowledge economy that can only flourish with a free and democratic 
society is taken up in O’Connor (2010) where, through an analysis of Hutton’s The 




China via Shanghai is a ‘resource for, or burden’ on the creation of CCIs in China 
(175). O’Connor highlighted Hutton’s argument that creativity can only occur if the 
‘Chinese political system and the culture which it sustains are changed’ (178). 
However, he also argued that China has a ‘long experience of adapting ideas from 
the West and of trying to make them work in specific and different local 
circumstance’ and he pointed to Shanghai’s ability to ‘rethink not just Chinese 
history in the face or modernity’ but also ‘Western modernity ... in the light of 
Chinese cultural traditions’ (189, 185). O’Connor continued that it may be that the 
development of policy on CCIs in China and perhaps Asia might not only ‘... draw on 
collective policy traditions very different from those in the West’ but also produce 
better results which may not be ‘amenable to Western notions of creativity’ (189). 
O’Connor therefore represents a rare attempt by a Western author to reconsider 
the very meaning of creativity and culture as Western constructions.  
 
Kong et al. (2010) concluded that ‘creative economic strategies’ have exhibited an 
‘uneven geography’, in which bits and pieces of ‘creative policy’ are used, 
interpreted, and delivered in different ways. They (ibid) noted that while such 
policies have been received and applied rather straightforwardly in Singapore, in 
China such policies have been interpreted quite differently, partly owing to China’s 
socialist background and ideological uniqueness to more open economies. In Japan, 
the authors noted, the creative industry concept is ‘largely absent’ from national 
discourse, possibly owing to Japan’s post-World War Two reluctance to ‘impose its 
culture on the region’ (ibid:189) (although, more recently, Sasaki, 2010, found that 
cultural policies had robustly been applied, with tangible impacts, in cities like 
Osaka).  
While literature looking at how Asian cities have become cultural cities may be 
plentiful, there is less research on the role of art and culture in Asian urban protest 
and activist movements – both in terms of critical views of cultural policies 
themselves, and the way that culture is used in broader activism. This PhD thesis 
addresses this gap, by focusing not so much on how and why Singapore adopted 
cultural policy, but rather how policy, culture, activism, and urban space interact 
and intersect. Therefore, this thesis builds upon other emerging explorations of 






2.6. Art-Led Activism/Cultural Activism/’Artivism’ 
 
It is possible now to look back, and reflect upon, the decades of cultural policy in 
cities, as Bell and Oakley (2015) have done. However, while urban cultural policy 
may be well-explored, the nexus of art, politics, and activism within the cultural city 
is less so – particularly in authoritarian contexts.  
‘Cultural activism’ (Buser et al., 2013), ‘creative resistance’ (Colomb and Novy, 
2012), and ‘artivism’ (Krischer, 2012) are terms used interchangeably to refer to 
that segment of the creative/cultural community seeking new ‘spaces of hope,’ 
(Harvey, 2002). Such activism uses creative methods such as visual and 
performance art, music, and sculpture, to re-make and reconceptualise urban 
space (Buser et al., 2013). More broadly, authors are using recent cases (in the post- 
‘Occupy Wall Street’ era) to question what it means to be a ‘cultural activist’ and 
perform art-led activism: can simply showing up be included? What are the various, 
contemporary forms of micro-resistances that may look quite different from 
traditional conceptions of activism and protest (see Solnit, 2005; Chatterton and 
Pickerill, 2010)? How do cultural spaces shape political encounters, and how do 
such encounters shape spaces? A common thread is how art and culture are used 
to reclaim the city against both neoliberal and autocratic governments (which, in 
some places, are one and the same, as Liew and Pang, 2015 attested).  
The link is made between the neo-Marxist idea of ‘spaces of hope’ (Harvey, 2002) 
and cultural activists by authors like Buser et al. (2013:607), who proposed that ‘… 
‘Cultural activism is not merely capable of constructing meanings about urban 
space’ but also provides ‘prospects for a new political opening’ (Scott 2011:316) 
within the wider context of global capitalism through the cultivation of a shared 
‘aesthetics of protest’ (Buser et al., 2013:607). The idea of the ‘aesthetics of protest’ 
builds on Rancière’s conception of a form of protest specifically designed to 
challenge perceptions of urban life and capital in which certain ways of living and 
visions of community are deemed unacceptable (Buser et al., 2013: 607), which, it 
could be presumed, artists and cultural activists often provoke through visual, 




Buser et al., (2013) stressed the importance of particular sites and urban ‘places’ 
that are infused with meaning by cultural activism, and are crucial to shaping such 
activism. They use the Stokes-Croft neighbourhood in Bristol, UK, to demonstrate 
how ‘place’ can ‘… play a critical role in the fostering of political collectivity.’ They 
(ibid) argued that in order to take ‘place’ seriously within critical activism, ‘… 
analysis [is required] of how neighbourhoods, streets, sites, structures (and so on) 
may serve as flexible referents for radical politics, cultural sensibilities or the 
potentials of cultural activism more generally’ (Buser et al., 2013:2).  
 
But the radical politics occurring across ‘place’ in Bristol, UK, have a different 
relationship to the built environment than what such radical politics might look like 
in, say, an authoritarian place (returning to the previously mentioned problem with 
concepts such as ‘radicalism’). Exploring the new geographies of cultural activism 
therefore requires a journey through various spatial scales and urban places, as 
different socio-spatial relations and networks interact, encounter, and form one 
another differently, within and across these scales. That is not to say that material 
sites of activism are discounted, but, rather, they are understood to be extended 
by (and into) cyberspace, and vice versa.  
 
Europe is the prime focus, as well, for Kanngieser (2013), who journeyed through 
the ‘new’ landscape of ‘creative politics’ and the ‘performative encounter’, using 
examples from Berlin Dada and Situationists International. This European focus is 
one of the major shortcomings of the cultural activism literature. Colomb and Novy 
(2012:3) proposed a future research agenda that brings more non-Western cases 
into the fold (leaving the task up to other urban researchers), as they called for an 
exploration of ‘… the role of local and national contexts in fostering the observed 
forms of mobilizations as well as the potential similarities and differences between 
them in different contexts.’ Buser et al. (2013:2) also called for further research on 
urban cultural activism, noting the gap in understanding of the ‘potential of cultural 
activism as a means of creating certain kinds of affective atmospheres in particular 
places’. But as yet, a viable roadmap on how to gain understanding outside of the 
West is only emerging. Furthermore, ‘class’, a word itself representing a host of 




Nevertheless, various authors are attempting, and have attempted, to capture the 
places, socio-spatial relations, and processes of this new global cultural activism. 
Perhaps the broadest recent global survey of ‘socially engaged art’ is Thompson’s 
(2012) exploration of various forms of cultural activism (ranging from theatre to 
street art) in cases around the world, venturing into the Global South (with cases in 
South America, for example).  
 
2.6.1 Art, Activism and Authoritarianism  
 
Authoritarianism, the arts, and activism have a special relationship in cities around 
the world, as strong state control places certain restrictions on expression and the 
use of urban space. Art becomes a staging ground for activism, which fills a void 
when direct political protest is strictly controlled, forming a means to (relatively) 
safely provide an outlet of critical expression, often in subtle ways. Artistic 
expression itself is also often highly controlled and restricted in authoritarian 
states, though to highly-varying degrees. In places like Singapore and South Korea 
(on the ‘soft’ end of authoritarianism), the arts are given a (relatively) wide berth, 
and artistic expression flourishes, while in places such as Belarus and North Korea 
(on the totalitarian-spectrum of authoritarianism), critical artistic expression is 
nearly impossible.  
Artistic representations of protest movements, as well as art-led protest 
movements, have been explored in a variety of authoritarian contexts. In some 
cases, the very identity and symbol of the protest movement is an artistic motif, as 
in Taksim Square’s (Istanbul) ‘lady in red’, who inspired revolutionary street art and 
has become a symbol of the anti-Erdogan protests (Lisiak, 2014). In Jerusalem, 
activists have drawn attention to the occupation of East Jerusalem and the West 
Bank by painting an actual ‘green line’ across the city, rendering the political divide 
visible to the general public (Gieskes, 2015). Russia’s ‘Pussy Riot’ has used hard rock 
to critique the repression of free speech and the Russian state’s objectification of 
women (Bernstein, 2013).  
In some cases, where art-led activism in-place is not possible, the intervention 




‘Wadjda’, critiquing the repressive environment for women in the Saudi Kingdom. 
‘Wadjda’ was made by a Saudi film-maker operating in the comparative freedom of 
Australia (La Caze, 2015). Another example is that of the Belarusian-based ‘free 
theatre’, an underground theatrical troupe that is not able to be officially 
registered, and lacks a permanent physical home. Productions must either occur 
outside of Belarus altogether, or in secret, constantly-changing locations to avoid 
persecution (and closure) by authorities (see Phillips, 2011). No single form, or 
agreed definition of ‘authoritarianism’, cuts across these examples, from the 
Sharia-law bound Saudi Kingdom to cosmopolitan Istanbul. Rather, bits and pieces 
of authoritarian approaches to governance and urban space-making show up in 
many locations (including some that are technically elected democracies, such as 
Israel or, for that matter, Singapore).  
Asia, as a ‘category’, is still somewhat put aside, a recurring problem with literature 
that approaches activism and art yet is hesitant to engage with, and take on 
headfirst, Asia’s size, scale, and range of authoritarianism/quasi-democracy. 
Therefore, moving away from the West into Southeast Asia, terms such as ‘cultural 
activism’ becomes somewhat problematic, as resistance(s), activism, and the 
production of urban space cannot be envisioned the same way. Cultural activism 
takes on a unique dimension within the network of state and society relations in 
the ‘Asian city’, a regional (and cultural) category for comparison within which this 
















Figure 2: The ‘Umbrella Revolution’ – Art and activism meet in Hong Kong. From Facebook, 
‘Umbrella Revolution Newsfeed’ public group [Last accessed Nov. 23, 2015].  
 
Literature defining what a complex, cultural-activist ecosystem looks like in Asian 
cities is now, belatedly, emerging. Krischer (2012) journeyed through Tokyo, Seoul, 
and Hong Kong and explored the ways that artists use a variety of methods to 
confront social, cultural, and political issues and challenge state and corporate 
power. Only recently have Asian cities gained more prominence as case studies of 
art-led activism (‘artivism’), as a call for new modes of comparison and ‘worlding’ 
theory (Roy and Ong, 2011) coincide with an upswing in unrest in Asian cities (and 
elsewhere).  
States with long histories of autocratic rule and repression are opening (Myanmar), 
while other places have seen tightening by authorities, often coming in waves 
(Cambodia and Malaysia, for example, as well as Hong Kong, where Chinese rule is 




have impacted Asian cities, and so, too, have economic outgrowths like high 
housing prices and gentrification (Lees et al., 2015). Racial, religious, ethnic, and 
nationalistic tensions have continued to impact many parts of Asia, from the 
Tibetan independence movement in China to the bloody outbreaks of religious 
violence in Myanmar.  
China as a site of activism is well-studied: the image of the lone protestor, standing 
in front of the tank in Tiananmen Square (1989), captivated the world. Groups 
ranging from religious or ethnic minorities to the rural poor have resisted 
government attempts to assert various types of force by a number of different 
methods and tactics. Making critical art, and related art-led activism, is one set of 
methods/tactics. Art, civil society, and the state form a constantly evolving 
relationship that both challenges state power and reinforces it. This dichotomy has 
been investigated by Hildebrandt (2013), who found that social organisations and 
NGO’s effectively reify and reinforce state structures while working for societal 
change within China’s authoritarian confines. The confines of activism within China 
extend not only to the material realm – the Tiananmen Square tanks showed that 
such displays would not be tolerated – but also to the digital realm in the form of 
the ‘Great Firewall’ and the resulting state-censorship. Western social media is 
blocked in China that has been utilised for activism and resistance in much of the 
rest of the world, and other parts of Asia. These authoritarian confines have pushed 
Chinese activism into subtler forms. Artists are one conduit through which activism 
and radical causes find an outlet, though they must straddle a fine line or, if they 





Figure 3: Ai Wei Wei critical-art installation at Alcatraz Prison, San Francisco (author’s photo, 
taken May, 2015). 
 
Moving away from China, activist earthquakes have shaken Hong Kong, Bangkok, 
Taipei, a number of Malaysian cities, and, although perhaps less sensationally, 
Singapore. The Asian ‘street’ has emerged as a site of renewed activism, but so has 
the Asian ‘tweet’: the digital realm plays a crucial (and transformative) role within 
contexts of activism in varying degrees of Asian authoritarianism (see Benney, 
2011; Seargeant and Tagg, 2014 for explorations on ‘Twitter’, activism, and Asian 
cities).  
In Hong Kong, Lam (2014) explored how performance artists (the ‘post-80s’ 
movement) sought to supplement and complement the growing resistance 
movements underway. Political upheaval forms a thread of Thammaboosadee’s 
(2014) work in Bangkok, where she probed the use and appropriation of Thai 
identity by design-led fashion trends (the colour of one’s t-shirt). In Manila, Banta 
(2014) exposed the arts-space as a forum for critical performance art as a way to 
engage and represent the working class community in resistance and contestation 
to gentrification. In most of these cases, the arts play a central role in grassroots 
political movements, either directly (led by working artists) or indirectly (through 




these elements come together in the form of political activism in a place like 
Bangkok, with a population that is highly digitally-connected, politically aware, and 
fashion-savvy. Thailand has seen anti-government protests so extensive that 
marshal law has been declared; different factions take to wearing different 
coloured shirts, and the activism has taken on a decisively postmodern spin as 
fashion, social media, DJ performances, and an army coup d’état have all converged 
in the Thai capital (Thammaboosadee, 2014).  
Part of the reason that the arts play a central role in this new geography of Asian 
activism is due to the arts’ relative space for expression within the confines of 
authoritarianism. In China, by far the largest authoritarian state in the world, artists 
subtly represent authoritarian repression, sometimes facing house arrest (such as 
Ai Wei Wei). Taiwan has seen student revolts, as Taipei has sought closer economic 
(and political) ties to China. Demonstrations have at times seen mass arrests and 
sporadic violence, although have mostly been peaceful. Bodies in the street have 
sent a message to Taiwan’s government, and to China’s. Often, Asian-style activism 
represents a blend of street activism and online activism, a sort of dance resulting 
from the limited ability to gather in material space (and outside of China, a 
comparatively greater ability to gather online – see Seargeant and Tagg, 2014).  
Hong Kong, sometimes compared to Singapore (in terms of scale, global rank and 
function, cultural, and political mix) has seen widespread pro-democracy 
demonstrations, with fears rising that Hong Kong’s ‘special’ status of Westminster-
style governance may be super-ceded (sooner than imagined) by central rule from 
Beijing. High property prices are also an issue. Hong Kong’s protests have been 
traditional, in the sense of people gathering in public and ‘demonstrating’, and they 
have also been more artistic and abstract. Lam (2014) charted how young artists in 
the ‘post-80s’ movement using participatory public art as a way to gather popular 
support that moves beyond ‘bodies in the street’ activism, and perhaps reaches a 
broader and more varied coalition. Lam illustrated the rising linkage of art and 
activism in Hong Kong’s context, suggesting that performance art is used by a 
younger generation to create an ‘… alternative means of political expression 
addressing a wide range of social issues’ from ‘… commenting on urban 




or conveying outcry at the injustice of government regimes against activists’ (Lam, 
2014:1). 
Lam (2014) also explored both the benefits of ‘art’ as activism and its limitations via 
more traditional demonstrations, part of the wider debate in the current resistance 
and activism literature. One compelling point Lam raised is that in quasi-autocratic 
Hong Kong, demonstrations take on a decidedly wholesome, non-confrontational 
form: ‘… protestors walk side-by-side, hold banners, shout slogans and march along 
a predetermined route’ (2014:3). In a sense, Lam painted a picture of ‘Asian city’ 
cultural demonstration that has been emasculated: it is safe, contained, and 
permitted by authorities, and therefore cannot seriously challenge state authority.  
 
The Hong Kong experience reveals a common thread present in resistance 
literature: size matters. Protests must be of a certain scale and fervour to make 
much of an impact, and in most Asian cities this is a rare occurrence. As one of Lam’s 
(2014) subjects noted ‘…The only two instances where I thought demonstrations 
were useful were when there were 500,000 people on the streets’ (in Lam, 2014:5). 
In Hong Kong, performance art has joined up with traditional street demonstrations 
in novel ways. A non-artistic item – the umbrella – has come to (artistically) 
symbolise and represent a broader movement that has a decidedly non-artistic aim 
– that of greater democracy.  
In fact, the question is not so much where joined-up activism is taking place, but 
rather, where (and why) it is absent. Another question that is not always considered 
in the newer explorations of Asian-urban art-led activism is whether ‘resistance’/ 
‘resistances’, art and activism have such fixed definitions. Indeed, the full range of 
aims, agents, and relations; the contradictory elements or coalitions; and the 
complex, hybrid networks are not often fully interrogated, as theorists such as 
Jessop (2001) suggested is necessary for a truly strategic-relational approach to 
understanding institutions like state and civil society. In particular, with regards to 
Asian cities/states, questions remain un-answered about the contradictions of (and 
within) the central state, often portrayed as a united, cohesive entity. Central cities 
are also prioritised over more peripheral locations and less glamorous, less-global 




My thesis addresses this gap by an exploration of the micro-publics, micro-
interactions, relationships, and networks that occur across and between activist 
groups, and between the built and digital environments. Activism in Asian cities – 
too often conceptualised as ‘successful’ or ‘failed’, ‘violent’ or ‘nonviolent’, 
‘political’ or ‘apolitical’ – requires a more nuanced view. Broad conclusions and 
categories may not be possible, and a holistic appreciation of the complexity and 
diversity within and across various movements will add depth. The Singapore case 
contextualised in my thesis therefore represents an attempt at this deeper level of 
analysis.  
 
2.7 Summary: Key Contributions to Theory and Overall 
Thesis Research Questions  
 
The uptake of cultural policy in Singapore is well documented (Chua et al., 1991; 
Chang, 2000; Tan, 2008; Yue, 2007; Yun, 2008; Ooi, 2008, 2009, 2010; Ho, 2009; 
Wong et al., 2005; Chang and Huang, 2009; Kong et al., 2006; Kong, 2009, 2011, 
2012a, b; Goh, 2013, and others). This literature has mainly dealt with the origins 
and evolution of cultural policy, the use and occupation of ‘creative space’, and the 
relationship between cultural policy and cultural space in Singapore. There is also a 
wealth of literature on Singaporean civil society and grassroots activism (see 
Singam, 2002, 2007; Chong, 2005a, b, 2011; Chua, 2014).  
What is missing is the intersection of these two bodies of research, a grounded, 
grassroots survey of civil society, activism, the arts, and arts policy, and the role 
that space plays. This intersection is the central research focus of this thesis, 
brought to life by the empirical chapters.  
In terms of broader, over-arching theoretical framing, this PhD thesis builds upon 
the still-unfolding conversation of the ‘spatial turn’, which looks anew at ‘the urban’ 
in a non-representational, material manner, as well as the post structural turn, in 
which states, societies, and cities are deconstructed to take into account the full 
range of human agency and the socio-spatial relations that determine the shape of 
institutions. It is hoped that this research will add depth and texture to the 




outside the West and typical urban cases, about new forms of cultural activism and 
art-led resistance in the urban realm.  
 
Singapore-focused authors have begun to probe, critically, how cultural/creative 
spaces are used (Ho, 2009; Chang 2014, 2015; Goh, 2014) but, as of yet, the 
connection between artists, arts spaces, and broader activism is not fully explored. 
This PhD thesis is thus the first study to explore the crossroads of the arts and 
activism spaces and places in Singapore – a particularly complex and hybrid Asian 
city, owing to its blend of progressive and conservative and democratic and 
authoritarian elements. 
The over-arching research focus is on how Singapore’s adoption of arts and culture 
policies – the quest to become a ‘Global City for the Arts’ – has instigated a 
grassroots response (and what this grassroots response looks like); how this policy 
implementation has given rise to a variety of tensions, contradictions, and 
paradoxes; and, finally, what these tensions look like as they play out across 
material and immaterial space (in terms of networks, social relations, and micro-
interactions). These places and spaces and the inter-scalar relations and encounters 
are divided into a three-pronged taxonomy, playing upon Lefebvre’s spatial trilogy 
and answering Jessop’s (2001) call to deconstruct states across scales and socio-
spatial relations: indoor space (the smallest scale), outdoor space (envisioned in the 
thesis as larger and more visible), and digital space (which is presented as both 
complementing and surpassing material space). These spaces/places are 
interconnected and occurring simultaneously. For instance, a blogger sits indoors 
to create a critical political cartoon, and activities in a park are captured on Twitter. 
But the division of these spaces was chosen as an empirical frame in order to 
deconstruct the production of space in Singapore, an island-nation city-state where 
space is limited and place highly contested.  
 
2.7.1 Main Research Questions  
 
 What do the geographies of cultural activism look like in Singapore, 
according to a three-pronged taxonomy of space (indoor, outdoor, and 




emancipatory and restricting, allowing ‘wormholes’ (Merrifield, 2013) and 
transformative possibilities?  
 
o Where are the ‘spaces of hope’ (Harvey, 2002) in these cultural 
places, and what do these spaces look like? What are the 
‘controlled’ and ‘uncontrolled’ spaces in Singapore and how is such 
control determined or contested? 
 
 How can oft-traded terms such as ‘urban social movements’, ‘the left’, ‘the 
state’, and ‘the artist-activist’ be understood in Singapore’s context, and 
how do these social-cultural-political relations interact with material and 
immaterial space/place? 
 
o  What do these terms mean when an authoritarian government 
takes on enlightened and even radical forms, when the 
authoritarian state is both ‘liberal’ and ‘illiberal’, progressive and 
conservative? 
 
 In what ways does cultural activism in Singapore represent an intended or 
un-intended result of the city-state’s ‘cultural turn?’  
 
o Where are the disconnections and tensions between policy aims, 
and artistic/cultural responses? Which possible cultural futures 
have been put into motion? 
 
 How have the cultural grassroots received and responded to arts/cultural 
policies and strategies, and how does the cultural grassroots relate to the 
policy elite?  
 
o What are the key networks, coalitions, alliances – and the tensions 
and paradoxes inherent – between and across the state and 
cultural grassroots? 
 
 Finally, what happens (and what paradoxes and contradictions are 
exposed) when some of the key tenets of ‘creative city’ theories, such as 
the embrace of gay rights and gay culture (as Florida, 2002, advocates), 
come into contact with an ‘illiberal’ setting? Singapore presents a 
landscape where unique policy combinations have been applied in focused, 
strategic ways, and these policies are thus contested, resisted, subverted, 
and realised in a very Singaporean manner.  
 
The next two chapters will overview the methodological approach in this thesis, 
outlining the approach taken to answer the above questions. These chapters will 
focus on why Singapore was chosen as a case, how I approached the research as an 
insider/outsider, and the challenges and possibilities various methods offered 





3. Doing Research in an Authoritarian City State: 
Ethical Considerations, Positionality, and 
Reflexivity  
 
The following chapter will provide an overview of the thought process and 
approach to doing ethical research in Singapore, considering my background. 
Several important issues were necessary to negotiate, and several steps taken, to 
ensure that research was both critical and ethical; to guarantee that participants 
were protected and safe; and to approach Singapore as a visitor with self-reflexive, 
open eyes, limiting bias or prejudice, while remaining aware of – and not being 
afraid to challenge – my own underlying perspective and notions. These are difficult 
challenges anywhere where one conducts qualitative research, but particularly so 
in Singapore’s context, for reasons explained in this chapter.  
 
3.1 Reflexivity and Positionality  
 
Er Guests Augao (Icelandic Proverb): ‘The visitor has a sharp eye’ 
 
3.1.1 Being an ‘Insider’/ ‘Outsider’  
 
I was an outsider to Singapore, bringing an American background with a London-
based perspective to the city-state. I attempted, for the duration of my study, to be 
an insider/outsider. This was a challenge, but also a benefit in the sense of seeing 
things with fresh eyes with a new and different perspective (Dwyer and Buckle, 
2009). My study of Singapore was approached through a set of eyes filtered by 
several lenses. My ‘outsider’ status raised certain barriers and limitations, but also 
allowed me access where perhaps being an ‘insider’ would not have been possible. 
Sometimes interviews, for example, can be quite different with a temporary visitor 
than they would be with a local, and in the context of Singapore this difference 
proved to be important. Outsiders can see things with a fresh and unbiased set of 
eyes, which insiders often fail to do (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). However, I was 
enough of an insider – affiliated with a local university (National University of 




tightly-knit arts and culture ecosystem – that a suitable level of trust and familiarity 
was established. The possibility for ‘outsider’ researchers to use that to their 
advantage in forming a reflexive and critical orientation has been noted, better 
equipping them to interrogate and challenge policies or models, rather than be 
‘cheerleaders’ or ‘network dupes’ (Peck and Theodore, 2012:27).  
In approaching Singapore, it must be said that I had, initially, little familiarity with 
South East Asia and Singapore itself. ‘Insider’ status was somewhat achieved by my 
official-affiliation with the National University of Singapore (NUS), which gave my 
research a base and home and an accessible set of local knowledge and expertise. 
Still, as a short-term visitor from somewhere else, escaping ‘outsider’ status was 
impossible. This reality shaped my research as I tried to be always aware of the 
need to get beyond my own background and pre-conceived notions of place, space, 
and process – a task all researchers struggle with – but at the same time, needed 
to use my background, personal convictions, and outlook to allow a healthy 
comparative perspective to inform my analysis. 
 
3.1.2 Who Am I? Where Do I Come From? How Do I View the World? 
 
Self-reflexivity is crucial in qualitative research; Jessop (2001) emphasised this point 
in suggesting that ‘social theorists must be reflexive about the nature of their work 
and its implications, including its repercussions on what is studied. A common 
problem with [recent social research] is the lack of reflexivity on the part of its 
theorists … and thus of its possible limits’ (Jessop, 2001:1232).  
Firstly, who am I? I am a white male from North Carolina, one of the former 
Confederate States of America. I came of age with some awareness – but not 
enough – of my own position of relative privilege in a part of the world with deep, 
underlying structural and racial problems and injustices. I am both part of the 
mainstream and also apart from it; my white, privileged background has opened 
doors for me while, as an openly gay man, there have been other barriers and 
challenges. In North Carolina, and elsewhere, being a gay, Jewish, white male has 
rendered me immediately ‘inside’ and ‘outside’: able to identify and empathise 




minority in America or England, but in Singapore, I was: part of the roughly 3% of 
the population not of Asian descent. 
What do I believe in, and what are my values? The sum of my experience – 
education, upbringing, professional, and social – have contributed toward my 
strong feelings about injustice and inequality, and my belief in and yearning for fair, 
inclusive, equitable, and just places. The ideas of Jacobs (1961 and other writings), 
very quickly found a place in my heart as an undergraduate, and has informed my 
approach to cities and urban space. Neo-Marxist and poststructuralist ideas of 
urban justice, such as those of Lefebvre, Harvey, Smith, and Foucault have (whether 
deliberately or not) caused me to approach cities with an eye toward inequality, 
injustice, and fairness, and have provoked me to be cognizant of the power 
relations that define each day. My time in Manchester as a Master’s student was 
formative – and a crash-course in the implications and impacts of class, industry, 
inequality, and urban space.  
My (academic and professional) background has been orientated around the study 
and practice of urban and regional planning and policy, economic development, 
regeneration, and politics. Previous research into policy and urban processes has 
been undertaken in a British context (notably Manchester, and the South-East of 
England); in an American context (the South-Eastern United States), and Australia 
(Greater Melbourne). My experience working alongside (and as) a policy-maker has 
allowed the work of Foucault and Gramsci to resonate, as any city is really a set of 
constantly negotiated state/society relations, always writing and re-writing (as 
Doreen Massey wrote, in Keith and Pile, eds., 1993:143) its spaces (physical and 
immaterial) like layers of texts on a palimpsest. These policy roles have been both 
under the auspices of ‘insider’ (employee of a variety of public sector planning and 
economic development organisations, as well as private sector consultancies) and 
‘outsider’ (such as my study of Manchester’s gay village in 2008-2009).  
Finally, my experience in the policy realm combined with my natural academic 
curiosity and compelling need to ask questions enabled me to consider various 
aspects of Singaporean life in a socially scientific way, digging beneath the surface 
(whether online or on the street) and trying to read the city-state in a way as 




will form a beneficial supplement to the ongoing body of cosmopolitan, 
comparative, critical urban and cultural geography.  
Recent literature in geography and other disciplines has pushed for increased self-
awareness on the part of researchers – particularly those engaging with the post 
colonialism and the Global South. Robinson (2003:277) called for awareness of 
geography’s ‘past littered with the skeletons of murderous agents and encounter’, 
while D. Rose (1999) grappled with the researcher’s positionality vis a vis post-
colonial situatedness of knowledge. Others (Sidaway, 2000; Skelton, 2001; 
Valentine, 2005) have argued for the importance for researchers to consider the 
ways that contemporary privilege both derives from, and replicates, colonial-era 
power relations between researchers and ‘others’. In this case, the researcher 
(myself) had to contextualise my complicated relationship with Britain (the former 
colonial power) and Singapore (the former colony), in addition to my own North 
American frame.  
Reflexivity by the researcher must be considered, in a sense leaving all expectations 
of what sort of cultural mores to expect and find. Of course, not all preconceived 
notions or perceptions can be forgotten, and research will always be shaded to 
some degree by the researcher’s background and personal context (Geertz, 1983). 
There is also a limited time to conduct analysis, at least initially. Long-term, 
temporal study may require additional research and resources.  
D. Rose (1999) argued that a researcher cannot ever fully understand oneself and 
therefore it is virtually impossible to fully locate themselves in their research – yet 
I attempted to do so to the best of my ability. As South East Asia and Singapore 
were a new context for me, I attempted to free myself from pre-existing 
conceptions and criticisms, while at the same time tried to benefit from my ability 
to offer a keen lens and critical view that Singaporeans themselves may have 
difficulty doing. This critical exploration was undertaken with care, as I was (and 
through my NUS affiliation, remain) an official ‘guest’ of the city-state and the 
University, and thus must remain cognizant of local rules, ethics, and guidelines. I 
contemplated how best to approach, and frame, myself and my study of Singapore 
in a way that both understands and appreciates the distance between myself and 




3.2 The Ethical Challenges – and Considerations – Of 
Doing Research in Authoritarian Singapore  
 
3.2.1 Approaching ‘Authoritarianism’  
 
Singapore is, in many ways, an open, democratic and free place for discourse, 
opinions, and difficult questions. There is a robust civil society; academic debate is 
welcomed, and foreign researchers such as myself are invited with open arms – 
thus, the birth and support of this PhD study. The university provides particular 
protections, especially for someone like myself whose home base is a foreign 
university. Still, Singapore is an authoritarian state, and there are limitations, or 
restrictions (‘out of bounds’ markers), that are unique to the city-state and 
therefore require special awareness, protections, and precautions.  
For a visiting researcher, there is the potential challenge of dealing with access to 
information: freedom of expression is somewhat limited in Singapore, and 
discourse analysis reveals a careful ‘script’ often used by bureaucrats and policy 
elites. This script may better be analysed and ‘peeled back’ by an outsider than an 
insider, but this may not be easy or straightforward.  
Obtaining candid or frank opinions in interviews was not always easy, and interview 
transcripts needed to be revisited with care. Criticism of policy and outright dissent 
are still curtailed, if not openly then indirectly, with varying degrees of self-
censorship. The researcher must tread carefully, to a degree. S/he is a guest of the 
state and, whilst constructive criticism can be welcomed, outright criticism or 
actions seen as contentious may not be. My personal anecdotal information reveals 
that a few (foreign) academics have in the past been blacklisted and prevented 
entry into the city-state for writing critically about Singapore. 
Therefore, and practically, it is important for the researcher to carefully navigate 
these channels, understanding when oblique or indirect criticism is as far as one 
interview is likely to go, and being careful to conduct research in a manner that, 
whilst open, thorough, and objective, is not overly harsh, critical, or provocative. I 
was – and remain – aware that the Singaporean authorities are always conscious of 
how the city-state is portrayed by foreigners, and thus may at some point access 




As discussed previously (and will be shown in following empirical examples), 
‘authoritarianism’ is a broad and probably over-used word and comes in many 
flavours. Nowhere in my thesis is a comparison made between Singapore’s ruling 
party and Syria’s Assad or even Russia’s Vladimir Putin. Singapore’s People’s Action 
Party listens, consults, and has instituted many structures to safeguard civil 
liberties, human rights, and a high standard of living. Singapore does have free 
elections and a parliamentary system, a robust civil and civic society, and open (and 
often vigorous) debate and conversation. Blindly labelling Singapore’s particular 
authoritarianism is no more accurate than comparing America’s Tea Party with 
conservative parties elsewhere. The fact that I was given funding, space, and 
support to conduct my PhD study is testament to Singapore’s relative openness and 
freedom, in comparison to other authoritarian states.  
 
Still, approaching authoritarianism necessitated a long period of internal 
philosophical and moral debate. On one hand, it was important to unpick 
‘authoritarianism’ and move away from it, to consider my relationship with 
Singapore not as one with an exotic city with a vastly differing governmental 
system, but rather, a comparable city with a set of negotiations and processes that 
cannot be easily framed into keywords such as ‘authoritarian’ or ‘democratic’. On 
the other, I found it important to maintain ‘authoritarian’ as a frame of reference, 
and recognise that this frame establishes myself as an outsider looking into a 
system of governance and social order that is envisioned to differ from both my 
base in London and my formative years in the (American) (version) of constitutional 
democracy.  
 
To move away completely from a conception of Singapore as authoritarian, I 
reasoned, would be to endanger two key aspects: one is the recognition of valuable 
points of difference, divergence, and uniqueness that can help frame a comparison 
between Singapore and elsewhere and help to build theory. The other is the 
broader danger of moving away from authoritarianism as a category. If we, as 
researchers, move too far to deconstruct authoritarianism, we run the risk of 
becoming blind to it and failing to recognise what sets it apart from other socio-
political structures. Thus, in a rush to compare ‘unlike’ cities, it is important not to 




Still, let this thesis not move away too far from the reality that Singapore is a 
punitive state, and carries harsh penalties for breaking laws that would be 
considered minor infractions in many other parts of the world. Caning and 
executions still occur and visitors are reminded, upon landing, that intent to sell 
large quantities of drugs in Singapore can result in the death penalty. To call 
Singapore non-authoritarian runs the risk of discounting the difference of such a 
government from a full democracy and thus this thesis uses the term in a 
comparative framing.  
 
The complexity in approaching – and framing – an authoritarian research case study 
was exemplified by an internal, off-the-record debate that occurred within the 
Geography Department at the NUS during my time there. There was a vigorous 
discussion of how various researchers approach the concept of, and position 
themselves within, the authoritarian state. Some were uncomfortable with the idea 
of Singapore as ‘authoritarian’, preferring not to use such labels or categories. 
Others expressed strong opinions that it is impossible to move away from a 
constant awareness of the surrounding authoritarian context. There is a lack of 
consensus on exactly what authoritarianism means, and what it looks like, even 
amongst those living and working in Singapore.  
 
I do not envision, and did not envision, my PhD research as taking one ‘side’ or the 
other in this debate, but rather, trying to balance somewhere in between: not 
fetishising ‘authoritarianism’ as a fixed, stable category, but at the same time, 
keeping an eye on the characteristics of Singapore that render it, and its 
government structure, unique. Furthermore, I have attempted not to attach any 
one (preconceived or hegemonic) notion to what authoritarianism is. Words such 
as ‘bad’, ‘repressive’, or ‘un-free’ are far too simplistic and deterministic to apply. 
After all, all governments (Western or Eastern) have elements of authoritarianism 
and liberalism. Like nearly any government, there are aspects of Singapore’s 
authoritarianism that are commendable, enlightened, and progressive, while there 
are also aspects that my Western, liberal background interpreted to be more 
illiberal, more repressive, and more controlling. The point of my research is not to 




nuanced portrait of the sets of processes and negotiations that occur across time, 
space, and networks.  
 
3.2.2 Protecting Informants and Participants  
 
Given the various laws in Singapore and my status as a visitor, I needed to conduct 
my research with care. At no point during my field research did I feel like I, or any 
of my participants, was in any sort of danger or at risk for saying or doing anything 
that might result in recrimination. Specific steps were taken both prior to arriving 
in Singapore and during my field research to assure the ethics/safety of both myself 
and my research participants and informants. These seven steps included: 
1. Obtaining ethical approval from King’s College London prior to departing 
for Singapore. This approval involved the King’s College London ethics 
panel (known as IRB in North American) reviewing my research aims, plans 
for field research, and evaluating the ethics and hazards/risks of this 
research. It also included my explaining the steps I would take to protect 
myself and my informants, and to stay within the ethical and legal 
guidelines of both King’s College London and my host institution, the NUS. 
My Singapore-based supervisor and contacts helped with the development 
of these ethical considerations. I obtained full ethical approval on 24 July, 
2012 (See Appendix 3 for a full copy of my King’s College ethical approval). 
Part of the process in applying for – and receiving – ethical approval was a 
comprehensive initial study, based on discourse analysis, literature, and 
policy reviews, in which I familiarised myself with Singapore’s political and 
legal context. This material was also necessary for me to pass my upgrade 
to PhD candidate status, which occurred in July, 2012, prior to embarking 
on my field research. I was also in touch throughout this period with my 
hosts in Singapore and my Singaporean supervisor, who provided initial 
advice and recommendations for my approach. Boundaries and ethical 





2. All interview participants were given consent forms (See Appendix 2 for 
a copy of interview consent forms) to sign with a description of my 
research, the purpose of my study, as well as information about myself and 
my institutional affiliations. Participants were given ample time prior to 
interviews to review the consent forms and asked to sign them. All 
participants were asked whether audio recording would be acceptable, and 
all interviews (with the exception of one at a private home) were carried 
out in neutral, public places, or the participant’s workplace. All participants 
agreed to having the interview recorded, with the exception of one (this 
interview material is not included in the thesis). All participants agreed to 
sign the consent form, and were given a copy of the signed form for their 
records.  
3. Additionally, all participants were given transcripts of the full text of their 
audio-interview within 2 weeks. Participants were invited to review the 
interview transcripts and inform me whether they were happy to have text 
included in my thesis. Participants also had the option, as per the consent 
form, to ask that their interview be withdrawn from my research and not 
included. No participants asked this of me; transcripts were given to all 
interview participants and none expressed dissatisfaction or asked me not 
to include any portions thereof.  
4. Selected interview participants were sent full thesis chapters where their 
interview excerpts are included, to check for context and ensure 
approval. Some interview participants – but not all – were sent completed 
thesis chapters (or multiple chapters) for review and approval. This was not 
a requirement in King’s College London ethical guidelines (unless a 
participant requested a copy of the completed thesis), but in some cases I 
deemed it appropriate to have the participant review the context of how I 
inserted their interview quotes. The participants selected to be sent full 
chapters fell into three categories: 
a. Those participants who might be identifiable by insiders in 
Singapore: In the few cases where I deemed that interview 




those in high administrative positions or those with a public 
presence – I sent the entire thesis chapter for review and approval.  
b. Those participants whose quotes appear multiple times, in 
multiple chapters: A few of my participants are quoted multiple 
times in multiple chapters, and therefore are a group of leading 
protagonists in the PhD thesis. Because of their central role, I 
deemed it appropriate to send all the thesis chapters where they 
are quoted for their review and approval of text/context. These 
quotes include both those from in-person interviews, as well as 
quotes from social media pages and other digital sources.  
c. Those participants whose quotes might be interpreted as 
politically sensitive and/or who are in politically sensitive 
positions: Most interview discussions were not political or 
politically critical in nature, and most interview participants would 
not face penalties for airing such views, particularly with the steps 
I took to ensure anonymity. But in a few cases, interview quotes 
covered potentially sensitive topics, such as critiquing government 
policies. Also in a few cases, participants are in positions (i.e. 
occupations) where they might potentially face penalties for airing 
critical views. In these instances, I sent full thesis chapters for 
review, for the participants to review context and approve.  
In general, owing to the non-political nature of (most) interviews, and the 
careful steps taken to anonymise participants, this step was not deemed 
necessary.  
5. All participants (29 unique participants) were anonymised (See Appendix 
1 for a list and description of anonymous interview participants). Great 
care was taken to anonymise my participants so that they would not be 
identifiable through their interview text included in this thesis. The only 
information included about my participants are broad job titles (such as 
‘artist’, ‘activist’, ‘blogger’, or ‘actor’) and the participant’s gender. I 
maintained an internal code so that I could identify each participant. 




exceptions. For example, my personal code may have information such as 
‘[specific Singaporean agency], [name], [date], [time], [job title], but in the 
text of this thesis, this participant would be listed simply as ‘state arts 
administrator’.  
6. Some participants will be identifiable by those familiar with them socially, 
professionally, or by other scholars of Singapore: Owing to Singapore’s 
tightly-knit and small network of artists, academics, and activists, some 
within the inner-circle may be able to identify interview participants owing 
to familiarity with their work, or even recognising specific quotes. There are 
some participants who have been interviewed by other researchers 
(therefore, those researchers may recognise these participants). Also, 
some interview participants likely talked with one another about 
participating in my study. These things are out of my control. Therefore, 
they may be able to identify one another through the anonymised 
descriptions and interview text included in my thesis. However, they 
themselves are/were aware of this possibility when signing the consent 
form.  
7. To ameliorate this danger, no interviews involved explicitly critical or 
controversial questions. Semi-structured interviews invited participants to 
give candid and frank opinions, but participants did so of their own accord 
and were not led, entrapped, or prompted to provide critical or potentially 
incriminating opinions.  
 
More specific details about how and why participants were chosen are included in 










This PhD research used Singapore as a single-city case study, with micro-case 
studies therein, employing four primary research methods. The first was discourse 
and policy analysis, reviewing literature, documents, and media (including digital 
sources) related to Singapore’s cultural turn and cultural grassroots. Secondly, 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with elites and non-elites related to 
arts policy and cultural activism (N=30). The third method was ethnographic 
observation and participation, which included ‘walking in the city’ (de Certeau, 
2000; Benjamin, 1935[1986]; Pile, 2005), writing journal entries, and taking 
photographs. This method also included participation/participatory observation 
(Thrift, 1997; Dirksmeier and Helbrecht, 2008), in which I observed/participated in 
a number of grassroots causes and art-activist movements (including the ‘Save 
Bukit Brown’ movement, the ‘Awaken the Dragon’ festival, and the ‘Really, Really 
Free Market’). The fourth research method was in the form of digital ethnography 
(or ‘netnography’; see Kozinets, 2010). I followed a number of blogs and social 
media pages and also joined a number of ‘private’ social media groups (associated 
with the same movements) on websites such as Facebook and Twitter – this digital 
form of observation and participation was carried out both during my time in 
Singapore and before/after, remotely.  
Empirical research (discourse and policy analysis, contextual analysis) began 
remotely (from King’s College London) in 2011, while site-based field research 
(interviews, participation, and observations) were conducted in Singapore over a 
two-year period beginning in September, 2012, and involving two separate 
research visits to the city-state: the first was September to March, 2012-2013, and 
the second visit was February, 2014. The second visit (one month in duration) was 
both a follow-up, and a second opportunity to conduct interviews, observation, and 
participation. Digital ethnography as well as discourse/policy analysis continued 





This chapter will discuss the rationale for these research approaches and 
methodological pathways. The justification for selecting Singapore as a case will be 
outlined first, followed by a look at the strengths, weakness, and limitations of 
various approaches employed in my research. I will provide an overview of the 
challenges I encountered and how these challenges were resolved.  
 
4.2 Researching Singapore: A Single-City Case Study  
 
This thesis took a case-study approach by looking at a single city: Singapore. Within 
this case are micro-cases, though these are grouped thematically and spatially 
rather than geographically. The following will provide some of the justification for 
case study research in general, as well as using Singapore as a single-city lens for 
comparison and theory building.  
Fainstein (1990, 1998, 2003, and 2008) has advocated case study research to find 
patterns of convergence and to gain comprehensive understanding of patterns of 
urban policy and its relation to inequality in cities. Much research in the ‘cultural 
activism’ literature has been comparative in nature, both across multiple cities and 
in various sites within a single city. Flyvbjerg (2006:219) argued that a single-city 
case study can be as insightful and, in fact, may be more so than trying to find 
patterns of convergence or divergence amongst a number of cities, suggesting that 
‘… social science may be strengthened by the execution of a greater number of 
good (single city) case studies’, rather than a number of poorly-chosen or poorly- 
conceptualised multi-city comparisons. Flyvbjerg re-examined five ‘common 
understandings’ about case study research, including the widely accepted 
perception, he noted, that theory building necessitates several cases, that 
generalising from a single case is not possible. He expressly refuted Abercrombie, 
Hill, and Turner (1984) in their claim that a single case study can be useful for 
building hypotheses, but that testing hypotheses requires a greater number of 
cases.  
Flyvbjerg (2006) also called for a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods, 
claiming that the ‘separation’ of such methods within a case study is ‘spurious’ 




comprehensive mix of methods to truly unpick policy across urban time and space. 
Indeed, Peck and Theodore (2012) argued that ‘following’ a policy across a single 
city, by employing various methods including both elite and non-elite interviews, 
observation, and ‘active’ (rather than passive) participation can be more fruitful in 
finding new patterns than being fixated on following policies from one city to 
another. For example, a study of arts and cultural policy comparing the 
performance of these policies at both street level and state level in different 
neighbourhoods and with different actors can account for ‘layers’ within a cultural 
ecosystem (Cohendet et al., 2010), and can present the city as a complex, fluid 
system (Comunian, 2010). It is also possible to use a single- city case study on which 
to ‘test’ a number of different theories, as Lemanski has done in Cape Town (2014), 
Pratt in Hoxton (2009), and Kong in Singapore (2009), testing various aspects of 
(policy) sustainability across space (social, environmental, and economic).  
Case selection, based on a research question, is essential for establishing these 
investigations. In contrast to site selection, ‘… cases are “made” by invoking 
theories, whether implicitly or explicitly, for justification or illumination, in advance 
of the research process or as its result’ (Walton, 2005:135). Cases build on a 
hypothesis, which, in a comparative approach, can be tested in various sites. Cases 
can also be practical in nature, invoking and employing grounded theory, as 
Flyvbjerg (2006) and Dirksmeier and Helbrecht (2008) suggested. 
 
The idea then of the ‘Asian city’ as an abstract concept is mediated by empirical 
work based in a location (in this case, Singapore), using a comparative framework 
to build understanding. Central to this empirical work is the issue of case selection. 
Robinson (2014) emphasised the importance in ‘de-centring’ and ‘refocusing’ 
through a ‘cosmopolitan lens’. It might be asked: what does theory look like 
through this ‘refocused’ lens – is it clear? Can grounded theory be born from de-
centredness, or will this be (conceptually and theoretically) disorientating? Careful 
case selection, and the decision to use a good single case, rather than a selection 
of global cases, is one way to focus such a cosmopolitan lens.  
 
Scale is an important consideration in using a single-city case study: is the 
researcher focusing on the ‘core’ city, the city and its suburbs, or the entire 




and scales at the street, neighbourhood, city, city-region, region, and state levels, 
or the research risks becoming uneven. With regard to Singapore, the question of 
scale is a bit more straightforward, as the city-state is an island, a nation, and a city, 
all contained in a relatively small geography. Singapore was therefore envisioned 
as a single-city, but also a metropolitan region, as it is a city-state (city-nation) and 
also an island. Within my analysis there are ‘core’ sites (in the city centre), more 
suburban sites, and undeveloped sites at the island’s fringes. The boundaries of 
Singapore are important, since Malaysia (to the North) and Indonesia (to the South) 
are included in a consideration of Singapore’s sphere of influence but are also 
separate nation-states.  
This PhD research took some methodological inspiration from the work of Peck and 
Theodore (2012) and their ‘extended/distended case method’ in interrogating the 
evolution of policy in a specific context. They (ibid) advocated moving away from 
the more ‘orthodox’ analyses of policy transfer that tend to be ‘normatively positive 
and methodologically positivist’ (23), as well as over-emphasising the successful 
aspects of such policies. They (ibid) called for an approach of policy analysis that 
pays more attention to the social and ideological contexts of the policy making 
process, the politics of policy knowledge productions, and to the more 
‘indeterminate zones of policy implementation and practice’ (23). Peck and 
Theodore (2012) called for an envisioning of policy transfer that moves away from 
conceptualising the process as one where policy moves ‘downstream’ from 
‘upstream’ sources of ‘conspicuous authority’, but rather multi-directional and 
encompassing not only the immediate local context of policy 
adoption/adaption/implementation, but also the ‘context of context’ (Brenner et 
al., 2010:182) and positioning of experiments, failures, and alternatives.  
The danger, Peck, and Theodore (2012) warned that, in simply looking at a 
straightforward policy transfer, is to fall into envisioning such policies as moving 
intact across ‘inert’ institutional landscapes. Literature in the context of Singapore 
shows that this is not the case; that policies do not arrive intact, but are altered, 
and are even further altered once local politics impact them. Peck and Theodore 
(2012) specifically noted ‘creative urbanism’ as one such ‘global policy model’ that 
too often is seen to drop from the sky, rather than being a unique and complex 




ideational and ideological characteristics’ (23). In terms of specific methodological 
suggestions, they (ibid:2) called for discourse analysis to ‘deconstruct’ travelling 
policies, but also ‘judicious’ combinations of ethnographic methods, including 
observation and interviews, which they claim are, 
‘… essential to any adequate understanding of the inescapably social nature 
of those continuous processes of translation, intermediation, and 
contextualisation/decontextualisation/recontextualisation through which 
various forms of policy mobility are realized’ (Peck and Theodore, 2012:24). 
 
Using this suggested approach, the aim of this research then is to determine how 
and when these policies become ‘real’, and how these global ‘fast policies’ (Peck, 
2005) are brought ‘to the ground.’ This is accomplished by remaining flexible in field 
research, and for the researcher to appreciate that there may be unexpected turns, 
surprising encounters, and unforeseen conclusions when s/he ‘follows a policy’ 
across ‘distended networks’ of relationally-connected sites. In the case of my thesis, 
these sites were found across Singapore, at a variety of scales, both material and 
digital. These sites are more than just places where policy ‘happens’; they are 
‘conjunctural nodes’ within ‘three-dimensional webs of relations (scalar, spatial)’ 
across which ‘transformational processes operate, evolve, break down, trigger 
countervailing forces, etc.’ (Peck and Theodore, 2012: 27). As such, the researcher 
(I) can look at processes (such as Singapore’s evolution into a cultural city) that are 
formed, evolved, and failed across multi-scalar and multi-site fields in ‘sometimes 
surprising ways’ (ibid, 2012:28). I thus attempt in this thesis to respond to Peck and 
Theodore’s invitation to ‘… explore global forces as contestable and contradictory 
phenomena, not as iron laws – the diverse localisations of which are always 
potential incubators for mutations and alternatives’ and look at the ‘frayed edges’ 
of policy (2012:28).  
 
4.2.1 Justifying Singapore as a Case Study  
 
Singapore, contained in a set of islets far smaller than Greater London, is a policy 
laboratory: perhaps the only place in the world where a single government has 
overseen the complete evolution of a nation from poor former colony to global 




Lee proudly said, 2000). Therefore, it offers a valuable opportunity to follow and 
analyse the various complexities, path dependencies, contradictions, and results of 
policies as they impact the citizenry over space and time.  
 
Singapore also makes a fascinating case study owing it its inherent paradox: a state 
power structure that simultaneously engineers liberalism and openness while 
restricting threats to tradition and conservatism and, all the while, reinforcing and 
perpetuating its own hegemony (Chua, 1997, 2011; Yue, 2007; Shatkin, 2014). This 
paradox may also be present in Berlin, Beirut, or any city, but is strikingly 
illuminated in a city-state where the state plays a bigger and more constricting (or 
enabling) role than in most settings around the world. A study of Singapore 
represents the junction of a (quasi) autocratic regime with a very liberal idea: that 
of a vibrant, organic, artistic grassroots, and robust civil society. This immediately 
renders theoretical findings both comparable and incomparable with existing cases 
– either to more liberal democracies, or to more autocratic regimes. Findings here 
also add depth and volume to new conceptions and understandings of the 
intersections of activism, resistance, the arts, policy, and governance, crossing 
several theoretical avenues.  
 
Chua (2011) noted that Singapore’s uniqueness makes it a particularly compelling 
case, as its level of development and political and economic systems set it apart 
from other cities of similar wealth and influence. As Chua (1997, 2011) argued, 
Singapore is unique in many ways, with a power-policy structure that is not 
replicated anywhere else in the world. Yet Chua (2011) also warned that this very 
uniqueness makes conclusions difficult to transfer to other places: there are other 
places as developed, but nowhere with the same mix of wealth and single-party 
rule, economic pragmatism and limited freedoms, and colonial heritage and 
futuristic approach.  
In other ways, it is this very uniqueness that makes Singapore an ideal ‘testing 
ground’ for research, argued Kong (2011). She advocated that Singapore makes an 
ideal case city because of the high-degree of central planning there, so that the 
researcher can easily gain insight on how Singapore’s ‘system’ responds to the 




Additionally, Singapore offers the benefit of being ‘atypical’ whilst also ‘typical’ as 
a case study, making research conducted there easily transferrable and replicated 
in a number of contexts. It contains Chinese elements and elements of regional 
South East Asia (Malay, Indian, and Indonesian), and thus shares characteristics 
with other ‘southern’ and ‘eastern’ cities. However, Singapore’s level of 
development and relative wealth, as well as various levels of linkages and 
connections with Europe and North America (as well as the Middle East, China, and 
Australia) owing both to its colonial past and its current standing as a global hub, 
make it something of a global ‘petri dish’ for a researcher. Local, Singaporean 
patterns can be observed, as well as bits and pieces of global patterns, 
convergence, and divergence. Singapore can be set aside, owing to its uniqueness; 
it can be also ‘grouped’ with other leading Asian cities (as Kong, 2006, has done 
with Shanghai, or Chua (2011) has done with Bangalore and Dalian); or it can just 
as easily be grouped with other ‘global’ cities, such as London, New York, Sydney, 
or Sao Paolo.  
Using Singapore as a case study answers a number of calls in the methodological 
literature, including the need to broaden theory away from the ‘policy generator’ 
cities of the Global North/West (and also envisioning atypical cities as policy 
generators themselves). Asian cities are often seen as ‘receivers’ of global ‘fast 
policy’ (Peck, 2005) and therefore research undertaken in Singapore can help build 
understanding of not only how such policies are received, but also how they are not 
received, and how new Singaporean policies are formed and sent out to the rest of 
the world in a binary process. 
 
4.3 Discourse, Policy, and Inter-Textual Analyses 
 
Discourse, policy, and inter-textual analyses formed an important facet of my 
research methods. Reviewing policy documents, media and print journalism 
discourse, as well as online/digital discourse was important in establishing context 
and gaining an understanding of the aims, projections, and representations of 
policies and the responses to such policies relating to cultural Singapore. This 




four years (2011-2015). Policy documents were analysed on government websites 
and various texts were accessed in print and digitally.  
Newspaper hard copies were collected nearly every day during field-research (such 
as The Straits Times, and Today) and relevant stories, editorials, and comments 
were highlighted and retained for analysis. News stories about ‘Singapore’ – from 
around the world – were compiled, particularly when involving creativity, the arts 
and culture, politics, society, and activism. I paid close attention to the 
representations of the arts and activism in Singapore in both domestic and foreign 
media, comparing and contrasting them, to get a sense of how the Singapore state 
views and represents itself versus how the city-state was viewed externally. This 
comparison was important in particular because most of Singapore’s media is 
either directly or indirectly state-owned.  
 
4.3.1 Digital Discourse Analysis 
 
Much of the discourse analysis involved an online/digital dimension, with content 
such as blogs and public forums – what Habermas (1989) referred to (rather 
disparagingly) as the ‘digital sphere’ (though he was referring more to TV and radio, 
as things such as ‘blogs’ and an interactive world wide web were still in formative 
stages). The reasons for this inclusion are manifold: access is often free, it was easy 
to gain access to this digital content from outside of Singapore (London) simply by 
following or ‘liking’, and, in Singapore’s case, there happen to be many different, 
vociferous, active sites and blogs covering a range of issues (such as The 
OnlineCitizen.com; YawningBread.wordpress.com, TalkingCock.com, or Demon-
Cratic.com, a satirical political cartoon). Posts are often anonymous and are often 
followed by many (sometimes thousands) of comments with a range of political 
views (spanning left to right). This type of dialogue is simply not present in most of 
Singapore’s print and mainstream media. For instance, The Straits Times, although 
not directly state-owned, is sometimes portrayed as a People’s Action Party 
mouthpiece. Today (the morning tabloid), however, is owned by a state investment 




Digital discourse analysis is not without its challenges, and without its critics. Zukin 
(2010) suggested that blogging content can be incorporated into discourse and 
content analysis, but cautions that blogs are often biased, unpoliced, raw, 
anonymous, and ideologically ambiguous. In the context of Singapore, however, 
Tan (2008) argued that curtailing open expression in the public sphere means that 
blogs sometimes offer a more candid and open forum for contention and dissent, 
and initial research has found voices of tension over Singaporean policy and 
practice in the ‘blogosphere’ that are not evident in written literature or policy. For 
example, open discussion about religion or ethnicity in Singapore is not generally 
tolerated, for fear of sparking tensions (Tamney, 1995). Such discussion seems to 
take place more freely on various blogs, some of which are overseen by 
Singaporeans living abroad, where they may have more freedom to express 
dissenting or controversial opinions and not face censorship.  
Analysis of official documents was undertaken using a Foucaultian lens (see Lees, 
2004), taking into account the connection between the meaning of such policy 
discourse and its influence over (and connection to) how it is practiced and 
performed across the case study sites, as well as the intertextuality of how cultural 
Singapore and its related spaces and activist-outgrowths are expressed (not only 
written, but visually). Intertextuality here refers to Kristeva’s (1980) definition of 
the way that a text’s meaning is shaped by another text. In Kristeva’s words, ‘… we 
realise that meaning is not translated directly from writer to reader but rather is 
mediated through, or filtered by, ‘codes’ imparted to the reader by other texts’ 
(1980:66). 
In the ‘cultural cities’ literature, discourse analysis forms an important 
methodological core. Atkinson and Easthope (2007) looked extensively at the 
discourse of the ‘creative city’ in official policy across Australia, noting the different 
ways such policies were interpreted and delivered at a policy (top-down) level. 
Discourse analysis has also formed a core of the literature that explores the ways 
that ‘creative city’ policies have moved between places (Peck, 2005; Kong, 2012a, 
b). Smith and Warfield (2008) also focused on policy discourse in showing how 
Vancouver ‘assembled’ the creative city according to different policy ‘values’, such 
as economic, intrinsic, and political. Flowerdew (2004) undertook discourse 




there in policy channels, and more recently (from Singapore), Kong (2012b) has 
looked at various strands of ‘creative city’ policy, using discourse analysis to chart 
how such policy has evolved and been translated over time since its genesis in the 
1980s.  
Finding the ‘richness’ of text was also a challenge I needed to address, and was 
taken into consideration. Tonkiss (1998:253) argued that ‘… what matters is the 
richness of textual detail rather than the numbers of texts analysed’. I looked for 
those texts that were richest in terms of the story they told about Singapore’s 
adoption, implementation, and contestation of the arts and culture.  
Foucault (1972:121-122) argued that ‘all preconceptions must be held in suspense’, 
that the researcher should suspend oneself when approaching a text for analysis. 
Clearly doing so completely was impossible, but I did my best to keep this in mind 
and go beyond the inescapable preconceptions of my non-Singaporean background 
and personal context.  
 
4.4 Semi-Structured Interviews (Elite and Non-Elite)  
 
Based on my preparatory and contextual research, I generated an initial list of 
potential interview participants before I arrived in Singapore. These contacts 
emerged from my discourse analysis and as key names/agents in Singapore’s 
cultural policy evolution, in the cultural grassroots, and in the art-activist networks. 
I began to contact these participants several months before my arrival in Singapore 
in order to arrange semi-structured interviews. To assemble a wide spectrum of 
voices and opinions, I aimed to contact both policy elites and non-elite members of 
the grassroots; participants with a noted public presence and those with more 
private, quieter voices.  
Semi-structured interviews – which ranged from 30-45 minutes to 2 hours – were 
conducted in Singapore from September (2012) through March (2013) and then 
again in February (2014). In total, 31 interviews were conducted with 29 unique 
participants (two were interviewed a second time). I attempted to conduct as many 
interviews as possible during my stay in Singapore, but wanted to make sure that 




comparable studies, the length of time of my stay, and the small-network of those 
cultural actors in Singapore, I deemed N=30 to be appropriate for my PhD study. 
Furthermore, the interviews form only 1 of 4 strands of research methods – they 
are supplemented by discourse analysis, observation / participation, and extensive 
digital ethnography (or ‘netnography’), detailed in following sections of this 
chapter.  
Once interviews began (in October, 2012), I followed a snowball method (Faugier 
and Seargeant, 1997) in order to identify additional interview participants. The 
‘snowball’ approach involved identifying participants and contacts through the 
advice of initial contacts – a task which began before I arrived in Singapore. Meeting 
with initial participants then led to identification of further interview participants 
(building upon the snowball method). This method was useful in crossing the divide 
between the academic realm (from which I came) and the artist-activist network in 
Singapore (the grassroots). It was also highly useful in going ‘upwards’ as well, as 
academics were able to connect me to policy-elites (that I may not have had access 
to without an introduction). Faugier and Seargeant (1997) suggested the value of 
such a method in locating ‘hard to reach’ contacts.  
Valentine (1999), however, cautioned that though useful for identifying interview 
subjects, the ‘snowball method’ can also skew the process toward a particular set 
of subjects, all within a particular social circle or network. The snowball method 
alone cannot always find necessary subjects, particularly those that may be harder 
to find or less socially-involved in vocal and visible networks. I was aware of the fact 
that I may have been introduced to a limited set of participants, so tried to 
compensate by reaching out to new and diverse networks as much as possible. With 
this in mind, I made a deliberate effort to span both ‘elite’ and ‘non-elite’ interview 
samples, where ‘elite’ refers to those in positions of relative power and influence 
within Singapore, versus ‘non-elites’, who were more affiliated with the grassroots, 
were generally younger, and were not themselves policy-makers, senior academics, 
or notable public figures.  
Participants were chosen who spanned the varying geographies of cultural activism 
in Singapore, including artists, activists, academics, theatre directors, and writers. 
Additionally, interviews were carried out with a number of policy-professionals 




Arts Council and Urban Redevelopment Authority. Some of the policy-elite interview 
participants are also, or were at one time, working artists, actors, and activists. To 
add depth to the interviews, some formal and informal conversations were 
conducted with academics in Singapore who both have written about art, culture 
and activism in the city-state and have been connected with the arts and cultural 
ecosystem themselves (some are activists, artists, theatre directors, and the like). 
More information about interview participants can be found in Appendix 1.  
The interviews were conducted in a variety of locations across Singapore, but were 
mainly chosen owing to logistical convenience. A common place was a café in a 
public space or a shopping mall, often in a central location close to transport links 
for the dual purpose of mutual convenience and anonymity. Some interviews were 
conducted in more private settings – such as the participant’s office, home, gallery, 
or studio (at their request).  
All interviews were conducted in English. Participants were mostly Singaporean-
born, with most of that cohort of Chinese or Straits-Chinese ethnicity. Several 
others were of Malay ethnicity. A handful of interviews were conducted with 
(white) expatriates living in Singapore, but most of those were permanent 
residents. At times, ‘Singlish’, a dialect of English mixed with local slang (some 
Malay and Chinese-language words from different Chinese dialects such as 
Teuchew and Hokkien), made interview transcriptions difficult, and a few words 
were lost in translation. Mostly, though, communicating and transcribing were not 
difficult.  
Interview questions dealt with issues of policy, the arts and culture, and the use 
and occupation of space. Some loose questions were brought to interviews for 
basic structure, but participants often went in various directions, and the interviews 
evolved reflexively and dynamically.  
Broadly, interviews were broken down into a number of different categories:  
1. Those responsible for creating policy in the arts, in the built 
environment (arts spaces) and public space (Ministers, policy 





2. Those ‘using’ (and contesting) the sites and spaces (artists, actors, 
academics, theatre directors, activists). The inclusion of this category 
followed Valentine’s (1997) suggestion to conduct interviews in social 
research that ‘investigate complex behaviours and motivation’ and 
‘collect a diversity of meaning, opinion, and experiences’ (110-12).  
 
3. Those important in shaping the broader, immaterial, ideological, and 
intellectual spaces of Singapore’s activist/cultural network (writers, 
public intellectuals, academics).  
This approach also looked to the work of Brennan-Horley and Gibson (2009) and 
Cohendet et al., (2010), who took a bottom-up, situated approach to looking at 
micro interactions across the ‘layers’ of the ‘creative city’ in Darwin, Australia, and 
Montreal respectively, with semi-structured interviews forming the main 
component of their ethnography. Atkinson and Easthope (2007) used semi-
structured interviews in their analysis of the interpretation and application of 
‘creative city’ policy across Australia, and a number of sociologists and geographers 
have employed this method in Singapore, including Wong et al. (2005) (knowledge 
industries), Yue (2007), Chang (2008), Yun (2008), Chang and Huang (2009), Ho 
(2009), and Kong (2006, 2009, 2011.) Semi-structured interviews have been 
employed in Singapore in creative city/cultural city research by a number of 
authors: Wong et al. (2005), for instance, interviewed representatives from 46 
different knowledge-industries, looking at locational decisions (why did you locate 
in Singapore, and what is keeping you here?).  
A number of authors have accessed policy elites, such as state ministers, top 
bureaucrats, leading Singaporean academics, and chief executives, namely Chua 
Beng-Huat (2011), Yun (2008), Tamney (1995), and Kong, (2009, 2011, 2012a, b). 
Others have focused on ‘cultural producers’, such as artists, theatre directors, and 
performers, and small-scale creative industry employees (TC Chang, 2008, 2014, 
2015; Kong, 2009; Ooi, 2009, 2010a and b; Yue, 2007).  
Somewhat missing from Singaporean research are semi-structured interviews with 
both activists and everyday people, particularly as they use community space, 
gather at a cafe or pub, and go about their daily working lives. It is here that my 




that gaining insight about Singapore requires looking at families and daily practice, 
and Yun’s (2008) suggestion that more work needs to be conducted in Singapore 
from the ‘situationist’ perspective.  
As such, I wanted to build my interview cohorts across this ‘everyday’ perspective 
and also pick a diverse, cross-cutting group, ranging from elite (very well-connected 
public intellectuals and those in the top power circles) to much smaller-scale, 
working artists and activists who may not be as connected, both because of their 
young age (20s and 30s) and a less elite background. A cross-section of artists were 
chosen, ranging from those who perform art (actors, directors, curators) to those 
who make art, which in turn can be divided into painters and those in ceramics. The 
role of the gallery in the art-scape was approached by talking to a major private 
gallery owner.  
The thread uniting my interview participants was their involvement in some way in 
the arts/culture, in planning for and/or using cultural spaces, or their involvement 
in (or views on) cultural activism. Many of the interviewees (though not all) knew 
each other, either personally or by reputation, partly by virtue of their overlapping 
connections and interests, but mainly, I believe, owing to more an externality of 
Singapore’s small size (fewer than 4 million permanent residents) and an even 
smaller cultural-activist community.  
 
4.4.1 Challenges Addressed 
 
One particular challenge for the researcher in moving away from established 
channels of policy/cultural elites is navigating potential language and translation 
difficulties, as well as willingness to speak particularly with regard to critical views 
on policy. I was careful to formulate questions that did not cause discomfort and 
did not directly challenge policy and, where necessary, maintained anonymity and 
discretion. At the same time, I designed my questions and semi-structured 
conversations in a way that would provoke and stimulate critical discussion by 
giving participants the space to do so.  
Freidberg (2001:353) noted that the problem of accessing (the right) policy elites 




circumspection, ‘if not bounded conformity’. Peck and Theodore (2012:26) 
admitted that policy research often involves ‘studying out’ to distant sites (such as 
Singapore, for me) where the ‘… density of pre-existing contacts and readily 
accessible informants may be sparse’. Additionally, this approach may involve 
‘studying up’ in situations in which ‘conducting interviews is often the only means 
of gaining entry to difficult-to-access ‘fields’ such as individuals in powerful 
institutions’ (Wedel et al., 2005:41). Furthermore, interviews can be somewhat 
staged and scripted, rather than truly open and unplanned, particularly in a place 
like Singapore in which careful scripting of key messages is often the case. 
Penetrating below the official line, to the ‘hidden transcripts’ beneath, is both 
necessary and difficult. Mosse (2004) argued that global policy knowledge is almost 
never ‘settled’ and these models are usually ‘frail’ – the trick is to figure out how to 
have deeper, candid conversations that can bring this frailty to the surface and cut 
beneath the official transcript.  
Another question that arose is exactly who the members of ‘cultural Singapore’ 
were and how they were to be classified. Kong (2011:58) stressed the importance 
of trying to use ‘new methodologies and measurements’ to identify the 
protagonists of the ‘new [cultural] economy’, such as those who work from home 
or individually, those who work part-time, those who work in industries that are 
not typically included in the creative or cultural industries, or those who work 
across industries or even in a related supply chain. Previous studies, she argued, 
have had difficulty categorising ‘creatives’ and the definition is somewhat in flux: 
Pratt (2007) argued that there is a difference, for example, between ‘creative’ and 
‘cultural’ industries (think video games designer versus actor in a theatre troupe), 
and furthermore, the definition of creative firm may at times expand to include a 
‘non creative’ company (structural engineer) that may provide materials later used 
in creative production.  
My PhD research did not attempt to categorise ‘culture’ or ‘cultural activism’ into 
an existing definition (such as Florida, 2002), but rather looked more holistically at 
‘cultural space’ and the various interactions that took place within and across that 
space/place. In so doing, I approached interview subjects who were ‘cultural 
producers’ (artists, theatre directors, writers) as well as those who were not directly 




to cultural policy in other ways. I also looked at spaces that were not designated 
‘cultural spaces’ (such as public parks, Bukit Brown Cemetery), yet were the sites of 
cultural activism (activism with an artistic element, or led by artists).  
Language can be an issue in Singapore, even though the majority of residents speak 
fluent English. Chinese dialects, Malay, and Tamil are also spoken, and there are 
certainly differences between Singaporean English, British English, and my native 
North Carolina drawl. I was unable to access Mandarin, Malay, Tamil, or other 
Chinese dialects, thus conversations were in English, and mainly with participants 
who spoke English as a first language but are bilingual, or even trilingual. Meaning, 
translated into English, is not often the same as the original definition and 
understanding, and several non-English terms and expressions were explained to 
me (such as Wayang, a term used widely in Southeast Asia to describe politics 
metaphorically, referring to the shadow puppet shows that over time developed 
political meanings; see Geertz, 1973, and Keeler, 1987). The inability to access these 
dialects (and the early decision, based on time and resource constraints, not to 
access a translator), disabled me from interviewing, for example, people 
encountered on the street in non-English speaking areas, or cohorts such as taxi 
drivers, domestic workers, construction workers, or food hawker workers, many of 
whom do not speak conversational English.  
Therefore, the interview cohort was a small, in some ways self-selecting and self-
selected segment of Singapore society, with the elite (with some exceptions), by 
default because of (relatively) high levels of education, grasp of English, and in 
many cases, positions of power within Singapore. The interviews do not fully reflect 
what Tan (2008) calls the Singaporean ‘heartland’, which represents the majority 
(numerically and politically) of the island-nation. To rectify this omission, I 
attempted to group together as diverse a field of participants as possible, in terms 
of age, occupation, opinion, and position within Singapore. Thisappraoch meant 
choosing some participants that were as young as their 20s, while others were in 
their 80s.  
I also used the ethnographic dimension of my research, discussed next, to go down 
(as best I could) to the grassroots level to the city street, leaving the elite-perch, 




4.5 Participant Observation/Participatory Observation: 
Research from the Ground-Up 
 
Stretched below from a high perch, Singapore can be seen in totality. Sprawling, 
meticulous, and ordered. And yet, it cannot be experienced. From above, one 
cannot smell the street stalls or hear the street vendors, cannot experience the 
crossing of the street, and cannot lock eyes with a stranger on a train. ‘Let us 
circulate, and then, suddenly [the city] will become visible’, said Latour and 
Hermant (2001, in Hubbard, 2006:97). For de Certeau (2000:101-102), the tempting 
and seductive view from high places exerts an appeal, yet it does not tell the story 
of a place. That ‘begins on the ground, with footsteps,’ with the ‘text’ of the street, 
the movements and doings of people. Using this rationale, this research 
incorporated ethnographic methods of observing participants and observing 
places, as well as participating (as an observer; see Thrift, 1997). Dirksmeier and 
Helbrecht (2008) cited Thrift (1999) in arguing that in contemporary social research 
such a separation between ‘observer’ and ‘observed’ is obsolete owing to the 
complexity and unpredictability of social reality, and Crang (1997:360) argued that 
observation is a way to ‘take part in the world’ and not just represent it.  
I was also, for some 8 months, a member of the local community whilst living in 
Singapore and therefore attempted to become involved in local happenings and be 
immersed as a member of the community. This approach follows in the tradition of 
urban sociological research, such as Ley’s 1974 study of Monroe in Philadelphia, 
where a proper study of the neighbourhood could only be undertaken if Ley himself 
became (temporarily, at least), a resident.  
Varsanyi (2000:35) also advocated for a bottom-up approach to research, and 
contended that it is important to consider how people participate in or refuse the 
trans-state space of flows as part of urban politics. This call for conducting urban 
research that is ‘performative’ follows from the non-representational turn in 
human geography, in which focus is put more acutely on mundane events and 
interactions and their specific importance (Dirksmeier and Helbrecht, 2008). Thrift 
(2003:103) wrote of creatively-improvised ‘pockets of interaction’ in which 
individuals assert and express themselves, arguing that these individual expressions 




(2002) has also been critical of a ‘top down’ view or ‘view from above,’ suggesting 
that such a view, often from the vantage point of a select group (such as policy 
elites, in many cases privileged males) ‘... unifies disparate elements of urban form, 
reducing human participants in its spectacle to a role equivalent to figures in an 
architectural model’ (128). 
Thrift (1997) called for a greater understanding of the ‘mundane, everyday 
practices’ that shape the conduct of human beings towards others and themselves 
in particular sites, which Hubbard (2006) suggested include things that words and 
representations cannot express – the practical experiences of ordinary people that 
are rarely spoken of but constantly performed and felt. Lees (2001:53) argued that 
architecture and built space is performative, in the sense that it ‘involves ongoing 
social practices through which space is continually shaped and inhabited’, and 
called for a move toward a greater exploration of the use and occupation of 
everyday space – not only what buildings consist of and what they mean, but also 
what they do, and what the dominant social relations are that occur in and around 
them.  
This call for research that explores the materiality of place, the performativity of 
the everyday, is important in the framing of my PhD thesis, as materiality and the 
everyday were key themes running through my field-research and analysis. I 
wanted to know what Singapore looked and felt like as it was performed on the 
ground, not as it appeared from above (as de Certeau might have observed from 
on top of the Marina Bay Sands).  
Neil Smith (1991:39) noted the shift in comparative urban research toward a 
‘framework rooted in political economy’, reflected in the meta-analysis of global 
cities (Evans, 2009). Critics of such a ‘meta’ analysis contend that the situated 
context, path dependency, and unique local factors are being missed. Abu - Lughod 
(2007:400) called a ‘top down’ analysis of ‘like’ cities a ‘privileged view from the top 
– emphasising corporate networks rather than quotidian life and too readily passing 
over differences in state-specific policies’. This is not to say that it is either desirable 
– or possible – to overlook or ignore broader, universal(ist) trends completely. As 
Evans (2009:1006) conceded, ‘seeing convergence is inescapable ... from Singapore 




particular space must not come at the expense of seeing the wider system, as 
complexity theorists (e.g. Comunian, 2010; Stacey, 1995) argue. 
Literature coming from Singapore has called specifically for more situated and 
contextualised local research to be conducted, taking into account individual agents 
and the flow of everyday life. Yun (2008:335) called for ‘more work to be done from 
the situationist perspective to discover the impact of the enormous structural 
forces ranged against the individual’s capacity to grasp reality’. Likewise, Chang 
(2000:828) called for more research to be undertaken on the variety of smaller-
scale arts spaces in cities, not just ‘monumental’ urban schemes, but also adaptive 
reuse sites, and other forms of ‘local’ or ‘atypical’ creative space.  
Thrift (1997) argued researchers can ‘participate’ in their observation in order to 
avoid the ‘danger’ of the overemphasis of the intellectual separation of the 
researcher from her/his subjects. Latham (2003) defined the entire non-
representational research approach as a ‘performance’, and Dirksmeier and 
Helbrecht (2008:11) contended that a performative and participatory non-
representational methodological approach ‘blurs the separation of scientific 
observer and observed by radical empiricism’. They cited Thrift (1999) in arguing 
that in contemporary social research such a separation between ‘observer’ and 
‘observed’ is obsolete due to the complexity and unpredictability of social reality: 
‘... A synchronisation of performance as method and parallel observation 
comes into existence due to a scientific observer being also part of the 
performance. Both involved participants, the subject of the observation and 
the observer him/herself have the same direct experiences in the context of 
the performance ... The associated dissolution of the border between 
scientific and everyday life observations in one situation synchronises the 
immediacy of the associated experiences without resorting to the 
production of representations’ (Dirksmeier and Helbrecht, 2008:11). 
 
This concept of an ‘active observer/participating observer’ (Thrift, 1997) also comes 
across through the ‘extended case method’ previously outlined. Peck and Theodore 
(2012:26) suggested that this method eeks to ‘extend the observer to the 
participant, beyond the established ethnographic tradition of passive observation’ 
by adapting a more ‘self-consciously disruptive posture’. Despite the inherent 
challenges of crossing this sensitive boundary, the authors (ibid) argued this may 




effectively observed in a state of disturbance, rather than in what might be 
presumed to be their ‘natural’ state’. The distended case approach and the 
complexity theory (CAS) approach both use a combination of observations and 
participation as a means of ‘probing, interrogating and triangulating issues around 
the functioning of global policy networks’, spanning ‘an expansive ‘causal group’ of 
policy actors, advocates and critics’ (Peck and Theodore, 2012:26).  
The degree of participation in observation must be defined. Spradley (1980) used a 
typology of non-passive, moderate, active, and complete participation, and my 
research probably falls somewhere in the middle (moderate – a combination of 
being a ‘fly on the wall’ and a ‘first hand’ participant). Other authors have pointed 
out the methodological and logistical challenges of observation. Law (1994:45) 
joked that ‘where the ethnographer is, the action is not’, meaning that in 
attempting to get the ‘real story’ by shadowing daily events, the researcher may be 
missing the big picture or fall into the clichéd trap of being the ‘wrong place at the 
wrong time’. Meanwhile, Travers (2001) noted the difficulty of attending to work 
practices, or the ways of doing and proceeding taken as proper, common sense, 
banal, or routine. Silverman (2001:56) cautioned that an over- emphasis on asking 
questions and listening can lead to a neglect of ‘looking’, and gaining insight from 
simply ‘being there’, being a fly on the wall. I kept these points in mind in 
observing/participating.  
Observations were undertaken on a variety of days, times, and locations in 
Singapore. Specifically, I observed activism occurring at: 
 Human Rights Day, the ‘Really Really Free Market’, Hong Lim Park 
(December, 2012); 
 The ‘Awaken the Dragon Festival’ Kiln Firing, Jalan Bahar Clay Studios 
(February, 2013); 
 ‘Forum Theatre’ being performed at the National Library Void Deck, during 
the ‘Singapore National Conversation’ activities (January, 2013); 
 ‘Seeking Spatial Justice in Singapore’ workshop, Lee Kuan School of Public 
Policy (March, 2013); 
 Bukit Brown Cemetery guided walking tours, (several occasions, from 
November to March, 2012 and 2013, and again in February, 2014), 




 ‘Save Bukit Brown’ public forum, held at The Substation Black Box Theatre 
(March, 2013) 
 ‘Awaken the Dragon’ National Museum display (March, 2013) 
 National University of Singapore Arts Festival (February-March, 2013); and 
 National University of Singapore Forum on Social Justice in the City-State, 
Tembusu College (January, 2013). 
In addition, I was an active participant at a number of events, including a clay-
making session at the Pigeonhole Arts Café (December, 2012) as part of the 
‘Awaken the Dragon’ festival. I also led a tour of Bukit Brown Cemetery myself, 
along with a group of NUS students and staff. I participated actively at a number of 
the forums and seminars I attended, thereby probing the surrounding 
environment.  
As Apple (2010:153) suggested, scholars need not maintain barriers between 
themselves and causes in which they are involved or which are important to them 
(as is sometimes the case in sociological and anthropological research approaches). 
He (ibid) argued that, 
‘… The key is the relationship between one’s nuanced understanding and 
one’s concrete political/educational action—and a willingness to build 
alliances and participate in the social agendas of other groups that suffer 
from the structures of this society’. 
 
4.5.1 Walking in the City: (as in a Dream) 
 
‘The act of walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to 
language or the statements uttered’ (de Certeau, 1984:97). 
 
As mentioned previously, a large segment of my contextualisation of Singapore – 
the selection of my case-studies, my understanding of the place – came as a result 
of my unstructured (and more structured) walks and wanderings, during which I 
was constantly absent, and searching, for the city. I allowed emotions on my walk 
to flow freely, and often took note of them. Some places made me angry, some 




often inspired. I kept note of how space made me behave, in order to try and 
understand how such space might impact others. 
 
Singaporean sociologist Goh (2014:1) paraphrased Benjamin’s (1997) conception of 
‘walking’, where ‘… the location of self is found in the memories of our navigation 
in specific places, our walking in the city’. For Benjamin, ‘[t]o understand something 
is to understand its topography, to know how to chart it. And to know how to get 
lost’ (in Goh, 2014:1). Goh (2014) also pointed to de Certeau’s (1984:103) musing 
that ‘to walk is to lack a place’, where such a walk is ‘an indefinite process of being 
absent and in search of a proper destination’. Therefore, there were times when I 
attempted to lack a place, and to get lost: by getting lost, I hoped to find the 
architecture of the grounded theory on which this PhD is constructed.  
 
With regard to the more spiritual aspect of walking in the city, almost as in a dream, 
I refer to Pile’s (2005) musings on how to read a city psychologically: aware of both 
the conscious and subconscious signs and characteristics. Bukit Brown, the 
cemetery, entered this realm owing to its spiritual importance for many in 
Singapore. I tried to connect with this spirituality in order to better understand the 
important meaning the space has for so many. Singapore is one of Pile’s case 
studies in Real Cities (2005): Pile used the many legends and ghostly myths tied to 
Singapore and the Malay world to illustrate that beneath a modern, gleaming city-
scape lies something else, something based on superstitions, dreams, and even 
nightmares. There are many spiritual places in Singapore, and I encountered these 
on my walks: Haw Par Villa, the art-deco, fiberglass Confucian hell-garden; the 
many temples and smelling of incense; the ‘Angry Ghost’ festival, with its burning 
piles of money; the auspicious layout of buildings in ‘feng shui’ arrangements; the 
symbolism of the crane, the bird of prosperity and wealth; and the ancestor 
worship, and sense of filial piety, even among the secular and secularised ‘global’ 
spaces of business and consumption. One cannot come to know Singapore, its 
people and the construction of its spaces, without interrogating these spiritual 






The spiritual was also important to Foucault, who mentioned the cemetery 
specifically as one of his visions of ‘heterotopia’ (1984) – an ‘other’ space, a space 
of the non-living that acts a mirror reflecting the world of the living (so that we can 
see ourselves, and our material world). In this sense, many of the other spaces I 
explored are also (spiritual and metaphorical) heterotopias: the Jalan Bahar clay 
studio, a space of history, a space of the ‘Dragon Kiln’ (it, a metaphor); the art-café, 
an ‘other’ space of activist sensibilities; the university, an island of learning and 
debate; and the art studio, a space of experimentation and expression. Digital 
space, too, can be ‘other’ space: Bukit Brown Cemetery has an online 
dimension/extension on its ‘Save Bukit Brown’ Facebook page where, as Pile (or 
Marx) might suggest, the dead talk to the living (and vice versa). An anonymous 
blog is a sort of digital ‘other’ space as well: a space reflecting (and subverting, and 
circumventing) the discussion happening in the street or at the office.  
 
Notable walk-observations included various cultural zones, such as Little India, 
Rochor, Chinatown, Tiong Bahru, Tanjong-Pagar, The Gillman Barracks, the Wessex 
Estate, the Tanglin Area, the Botanic Gardens, Bukit Brown Cemetery, Haw Par Villa, 
Marina Bay, Sentosa Island, Downtown Singapore / Financial District, Orchard Road 
Area, One- North/Buena Visa/Fusionopolis, Rochester Park, and the Tanglin 
Barracks/Dempsey. Evenings (and long lunches) were spent in places such as the 
‘Col-Bar’ at the Wessex Estate, in the Hawker Centres that define Singapore’s soul, 
and in other places of possibility, from the gay gatherings on Sunday afternoons at 
the Tanjong Beach Club to the air conditioned, marble-floored shopping malls 
(Singapore’s real ‘agora’).  
All of my social encounters – with Singaporeans, with expatriates, and with short-
term residents and visitors such as myself – were done with my research in mind. I 
was never, during my field-research, ‘switched off’. If I did not have my digital 
recorder with me, I would often scramble home (even after several drinks) to 
scribble notes. There are many characters from these spontaneous and informal 
encounters – these ‘pockets of interaction’ (Thrift, 1997) that will not make the 
pages of this thesis, but that formed my thoughts, opinions, and were part of the 





4.5.2 Maximising my Relationship with Singapore  
 
Certainly there were challenges in the Singaporean context, both to ‘removed’ 
observing of a site or situation, and being an active participant. Singapore is highly 
- policed and prone to self-censorship, so site observation and shadowing needed 
to carefully navigate proper channels and keep this aspect in mind. Visitors are not 
permitted to attend political protests, so I had to approach activism and activist 
sites with caution. At the same time, my status as an outsider allowed me 
(unquestioned) access to many spaces and events. I also attempted to maximise 
my ‘embeddedness’ whilst in Singapore by my spending as much time as possible 
in and around each case study site and activity, maximising familiarity and also 
personal relationships. Moser and Stein (2011:486) stressed the importance of 
forming a strong personal relationship over time between a researcher and their 
research sites, particularly if it is a Western researcher engaging with the non-
Western world. They warned of the danger of ‘jumping in’ then ‘jumping out’ to 
build theory rather than forming a longer-term, intimate relationship with the case 
study site(s).  
One way that I maximised my (limited) time in Singapore was to take a second field-
visit, utilising the remainder of my research funds and resources. This brought me 
back for a second, follow-up visit (in February, 2014) and allowed me to revisit, re-
familiarise, and re-engage with my case study sites, contacts, and to participate 
(again) in some cultural-activist activities and events. This was a deliberate strategy: 
anthropologists often find very different circumstances on a return visit, as was the 
case with Turton (2005) who, on a second visit, found that one tribe he had studied 
had (since) gone to war with another (formerly allied) tribe. I knew that 
circumstances might be different on my return visit to Singapore a year after my 
initial field-research, and I wanted to extend my relationship with my case study 







4.6 The Possibilities, Limitations, and Ethical 
Considerations of Digital Ethnography 
 
Digital ethnography and more generally qualitative research of online interaction 
(including social media) has become a significant and substantial field in media 
studies, and notably the strand of cultural anthropology interested in digital media. 
It is also, increasingly, applied to geographical research, particularly where it 
supplements traditional ethnography and ‘print’ discourse analysis (Hine, 2000; 
Miller, 2001, 2011; Kozinets, 2010; Rodgers, 2013a, b; Marcus et al., 2012; 
Gerbaudo, 2012; Boyd, 2013, 2014; Barnes, 2014). The spread of digital 
ethnography has corresponded with the growth of digital social movements and 
the increased importance the digital realm plays with relation to both material 
space and material interactions and encounters. Merrifield (2013:98) suggested 
that ‘digital media activism’ might be ‘… ushering in a new ‘fifth international’, a 
qualitatively different form of leftist organizing and politicking from yesteryear’s 
internationals’. The interrogation of social relations was therefore conducted both 
materially and online. 
The key terms of the trade include ‘online ethnography’, ‘virtual ethnography’, and 
‘netnography’ (Rodgers, 2013a, b; Kozinets, 2010). These methods are not only 
being used by academics, but also form the so-called cutting edge of market 
research. Merrifield (2013) suggested that contemporary political (and social) 
encounters occur materially and immaterially simultaneously, which would suggest 
that appropriate ethnography (and discourse analysis) should contain both a 
material and immaterial (digital) dimension. Jurgen Habermas (1989) coined the 
phrase ‘digital sphere’ to describe what he saw as the emerging digital collection of 
publics, which include the internet, although at that time it was only just emerging 
as a social and community space. Mitchell (1995) paraphrased Habermas’ negative 
view of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’ in that it was ‘… privately owned and operated 
for profit. Consequently, subordinated social groups lack equal access to the 
material means of equal participation’ (122). That class differentials and class 





‘… Teens are using social network sites to build community and connect with 
their peers. They are creating publics for socialization. And through it, they 
are showcasing all of the good, bad, and ugly of today's teen life. Much of 
it isn't pretty, but it ain't pretty offline either … It breaks my heart to watch 
a class divide play out in the technology. I shouldn't be surprised – when 
‘orkut’ grew popular in India, the caste system was formalized within the 
system by the users. But there's something so strange about watching a 
generation slice themselves in two based on class divisions or lifestyles or 
whatever you want to call these socio-structural divisions’. 
 
More recently, literature has developed looking at how people use platforms like 
Twitter and Facebook. Barnes (2015) has charted the conversation on Twitter that 
has responded to the celebrity chef Jamie Oliver’s projection of power (both online 
and off), finding that ‘Tweets’ form a useful dimension of the landscape of Oliver’s 
influence. By looking both at Oliver’s own Twitter posts as well as the responses to 
it (both critical and positive), Barnes is able to extend her research beyond in-
person interviews, and also gain (digital) access to Jamie Oliver, whose celebrity 
status would probably not allow an actual interview.  
 
Gerbaudo (2012) explored the ‘tweets and streets’ that define today’s intersection 
of mediated communication and physical gatherings in urban spaces (2). By 
conducting a qualitative analysis on how digital activity translates into (material) 
action, Gerbaudo argued that social networking forms a central crux in 
contemporary urban activist movements. Following (both materially and digitally) 
the unrest in Tahrir Square, Barcelona, Madrid, and New York, Gerbaudo tracked 
how activists have made ‘full use’ of internet applications: 
 
‘… where self-managed activist internet services like Indymedia and activist 
mailing lists were the media of choice the anti-globalisation movement, 
contemporary activists are instead shamelessly appropriating corporate 
social networking sites like Twitter and Facebook’ (Gerbaudo, 2012:2). 
 
Boyd (2010 et al., 2012, 2013, 2013 et al., 2014) has researched how young people 
use social media in everyday practice. Boyd identified the many uses of sites such 
as Facebook, but also pointed out some jarring questions about research ethics. 
Data anonymity, informed consent, issues of ‘youth and minor’ data collection, and 
the ability to fact-check, are just some of the issues researchers must consider 





There are some rather obvious (and concerning) questions that arise when looking 
at the online realm: how do people represent themselves digitally in a way that is 
different from in the flesh? How can a statement or ‘post’ be considered in context, 
or out of context? Might people take on different online ‘personas’, even doing or 
saying things that contradict what they do in the material world? Yet these 
questions should not negate using digital research, as long as they are carefully 
considered when critical analysis is undertaken. People are able to (and sometimes 
do, for various reasons), create ‘fake’ profiles; anonymity allows a carnival-esque 
social mask for saying or doing things without the risk of getting caught. There is 
also the matter of public versus private: the internet is not a private space, as 
companies (such as Facebook and Twitter) have the ability to monitor, influence, 
study, and delete profiles, pages, and posts (as evidenced in 2015, when Facebook 
was revealed to have conducted sociological research without consent on 
thousands of users; see State and Adamic, 2015). Governments, too, have the 
ability to monitor such activity (in liberal and autocratic states), which introduces 
an additional level of influence on digital activity.  
 
With these issues and ethical questions in mind, Boyd (2014) navigated some useful 
methodological pathways. Mainly, this is the combination of online and offline 
ethnography and data collection, where methods are not complete unless online 
ethnography is a supplement – rather than the core – aspect. In addition to 
collecting social data on Facebook, Twitter, and Myspace, Boyd also conducted 
interviews, observed in-situ, and ‘got on buses to various locations’ (Boyd, 2014:5).  
 
‘Netnography’ has also been applied in a Singaporean context. Liew and Pang 
(2015) used social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter to explore the 
ways that counter-narratives emerge about history and heritage within (and 
against) the modern-day neoliberal city-vision of Singapore’s leaders. They looked 
at photos and other images posted to web pages as a sort of counter-narrative in 
which collective memories of Singapore’s built and natural heritage are shared that 
contrast with the city-state’s modern development trajectory. More recently, Pang 
and Ng (2016, forthcoming) have explored Twitter responses to the ‘Little India 





Shadowing individuals during the day or evening is useful to gain perspective on the 
sorts of mundane interactions and interconnections that occur. This method has 
been undertaken by researchers in a variety of ways. Peter Lindner (2015) 
shadowed economic development officials involved in the creation or ‘genesis’ of 
creative city policy in Frankfurt, Germany, over the period of a few months. Scott 
Rodgers (2013a, b) shadowed journalists in Toronto to examine the relationship 
between urban news media and the ‘new urban politics.’ Cohendet et al. (2010) 
shadowed creative industries in Montreal.  
 
My research involved ‘digital shadowing’ (a phrase I have coined for this thesis), 
which allowed me to follow, online, a number of my research participants, as well 
as those I was unable to interview but who are of significance to my research, and 
a number of ‘anonymous’ bloggers and ‘pages’ on Facebook and Twitter. In so 
doing, I could be ‘in’ the digital space and follow the online voices and sentiments 
across time, both while I was physically in Singapore, and also before and after my 
field research. Simply ‘liking’ a Facebook page, or clicking ‘follow’ to a Twitter feed, 
enabled me to get continuous information about the subject.  
 
What is, of course, missing is the physical presence of sharing a material space, in 
which things such as body language and facial expressions can be observed. These 
aspects of communications are always lost in the digital realm – one of the critiques 
of this space that Gladwell (2010), Habermas (1989), and Mitchell (1995, 2014) all 
noted. But the differences between in-person and online conversations are 
interesting, and I felt important to include in my thesis to capture the complexity 
of inter-scalar cultural relations and encounters in Singapore.  
 
4.6.1 Ethics in Digital Ethnography  
 
One significant ethical consideration for me was how to approach the issue of 
signed consent (as per King’s College London’s and NUS’s ethical regulations) for 
the inclusion of digital material in my PhD’s empirical chapters. I handled this issue 




suggested several ethical pathways for conducting internet research and 
when/when not, and how-to include internet-gathered empirical data in research 
findings.  
Namely: There is a difference between public social media pages – such as a 
Facebook group or a public blog – and an individual’s private social media page. 
Public social media pages, such as the ‘Save Bukit Brown’ Facebook group – are not 
private and are not substantially different from an open forum taking place in a 
public space. This observation also applies to Facebook comments and specific 
posts: these are not different than public ‘letters to the editor’ or comments in the 
press. The public nature of posts and comments on social media has been upheld 
in various court cases in Singapore and also around the world. Therefore, I do 
include selections of text from various public social media pages, and did not view 
this inclusion as a breach of privacy or requiring signed consent.  
In terms of more private social media pages – such as an individual’s personal 
(rather than public) Facebook page, the situation is slightly more complex. Posts 
and comments are still, technically, in the public domain (and belong to Facebook, 
not the individual). Therefore, these comments are not the same as private or off-
the-record conversations held in someone’s home. Still, there is a difference from 
a Facebook page that is only visible to those who are accepted as ‘Friends’ and a 
completely open Facebook page or group. The same applies to Twitter – individuals 
can either choose to make their accounts ‘private’ (visible only to friends/followers) 
or ‘public’ (with no privacy settings). For this reason, I decided not to include any 
text or quotes from personal (private) social media, as this would (in my mind) 
require consent. The only quotes included are from those pages/accounts where 
the individual chose not to restrict privacy settings. I also considered that to do 
otherwise would have constituted a breach of trust – certain research participants 
came to be personal friends, and our friendship extended to social media. 
Therefore, I felt it necessary to separate personal friendship from research 
material, unless specifically treated as a formal interview (in which a consent form 
would have been signed). Additionally, there is a difference between those who use 
a pseudonym online (such as ‘Yawningbread.wordpress.sg’) and those who 




used pseudonyms in these instances, even if the real names of these bloggers are 
well-known.  
Text segments and quotes from social media are anonymised, and descriptions 
match those of my interview participant descriptions: ‘artist’, ‘activist’, ‘blogger’, 
etc. Notable exception to this is when a subject is particularly well-known in the 
public domain, and uses her/his social media presence as ‘official’ marketing or 
publicity material. There are some examples of such cases, such as ‘Sticker Lady’, 
who uses her Facebook page as a self-promotional tool, using her real name rather 
than a pseudonym. In these cases, their names may be included. Additionally, 
names are used when material is collected form secondary online sources, rather 
than primary data collection.  
Finally, I undertook a general ethical test which decided when/how to include any 
data collected on the internet in terms of the vulnerability of the subject, and the 
potential for the inclusion of said material to cause harm to the subject (see 
Markham and Buchanan, 2012). If any data could potentially cause the subject 
harm by, for example, exposing the subject to authorities, or if the material is 
potentially legally/politically sensitive, or endangering the subject in any way, then 
it was not included. I was advised by Singaporean colleagues that the Singaporean 
authorities often read global publications that feature Singapore or Singaporean 
themes, and I kept this in mind both as I conducted my research and as I decided 
what bits of my empirical data to include in this thesis text.  
With methodological approaches in mind, I now introduce my case study in more 





5. Context: Singapore at a Cultural Crossroads  
  
‘Singapore, which on August 9th [2015] marks its 50th anniversary as an 
independent country, can be proud of its youthful vigour. The view from the 
infinity pool on the roof of the Marina Bay Sands … is futuristic … Singapore 
is, to use a word its leaders favour, an ‘exceptional’ place: the world’s only 
fully functioning city state; a truly global hub for commerce, finance, 
shipping and travel; and the only one among the world’s richest countries 
never to have changed its ruling party’ (The Economist, July, 2015 [Last 
accessed October, 2015]).  
 
 
Figure 4: Singapore’s changing skyline (author’s photo, taken January 2014). 
 
5.1 Introduction  
 
Singapore is an island-nation city-state with a population of around 5 million, 
situated in the heart of Southeast Asia on the world’s busiest shipping route. It 
never takes long for ideas to reach the island of Singapore. It is, after all, one of the 
great crossroads of the world: global trade passes through its Straits, global air-




There are, at the time of this writing, a number of crucial issues facing the city-state. 
Inequality and the cost of living have driven deep fissures in the narrative of 
success, as more Singaporeans have trouble getting by. Migrant workers are 
increasingly required to fill a variety of manual labour jobs, ranging from domestic 
servants to construction, and these workers can seem like shadows – omnipresent 
and visible, yet separated and distinct from Singapore itself. Riots in Little India 
showed that harmony is not as certain as often assumed.  
Political, cultural, and social activism have grown in Singapore as the city-state has 
embraced – and been impacted by – global currents and ideas (KP Tan, 2007, 2008, 
2012, 2013; Goh 2014; Pang and Ng, 2016, forthcoming). Singapore’s status as an 
(economically and ideologically) open global city is also a leading cause of societal 
discontent, as local wages have stagnated as manual labourers have come from 
places like Sri Lanka and Bangladesh, while housing costs have skyrocketed as 
wealthy expatriates have moved into gated villas and luxury private condos. 
Singapore has now maintained its status as the world’s most expensive city for 
several years (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2015).  
Government censorship of media, public discourse, and the arts has generated a 
loud national debate, particularly following the recent prosecution – and conviction 
– of political bloggers. LGBTQ rights continue to be divisive, as slow liberalisation of 
colonial-era anti-gay laws have generated a conservative backlash (such as the 
‘Wear White’ campaigns in 2014 and 2015). Films, visual, and performance art that 
crosses the ‘out of bounds’ limits (which Ooi, 2009, explains can be political, 
cultural, or moral) face the Censorship Review Committee (CRC) and the Media 
Development Agency (MDA) and are subject to being censored or banned (as the 
play ‘Stoma’ was, in 2014).  
Space, and land, are crucial to current debates. Population pressure – including the 
need for more affordable housing (known in Singapore as HDB2 housing) – means 
that every undeveloped acre is coveted. These acres are increasingly contested, as 
more Singaporeans consider not the future, not modernity, but the past and a 
shared heritage that has been largely written away and erased. Bukit Brown, the 
largest (ethnically) Chinese cemetery outside of China, stands front and centre in 
                                                          




the debate about the cultural, historical, spiritual, and natural commons around 
which a galvanised coalition gathers to stop its destruction. The cemetery is a proxy, 
which represents the increasing rejection of the shiny, monumental, plastic 
aesthetic and ethos of Singapore’s postcolonial developmental state: gargantuan, 
glass-domed gardens and malls replace a disappearing rain forest and more 
modest, historical vernacular architecture.  
But land and development are not the only fault lines galvanising strong reactions 
in Singapore: there is palpable anger in Singapore today. Much of this anger 
manifests in the blogosphere, particularly amongst the dissident community that 
lives outside the city-state, and often cloaked in anonymity.  
Foreigners (both rich and poor) are increasingly targeted for causing some of the 
problems. In winter, 2013, a British expatriate was found to have posted a 
disparaging comment about ‘poor’ Singaporeans on his Twitter account 
(complaining about his Ferrari being in the shop, and needing to take public 
transport). Within two days, he had moved his family to Perth, Australia, after his 
home address was leaked and his employer faced public calls to sack him.  
There are tensions and contradictions in and between the many accolades, lists, 
and rankings that Singapore graces, sometimes polar opposites: 
 ‘Singapore is the third wealthiest country in the world, behind Qatar and 
Luxembourg’ (Forbes Magazine, 2014).  
 
 ‘Singaporeans are the least happy people in the world’ (Gallup poll, 2012) 
 
 ‘Singapore has the world’s fourth highest life expectancy’ (after Andorra, 
Japan, and Monaco, World Health Organisation, 2013).  
 
 ‘Singapore’s Gini Index is the highest among developed nations’ (OECD 
report, 2012).3 
 
 ‘Singapore’s press freedom is 149th out of 179’ (just ahead of Iraq and 
Myanmar) (Reporters without Borders, 2013).  
 
                                                          




These contradicting accolades – some that the city-state touts, others that stir 
internal debate and frantic discussion – are emblematic of the junction at which 
Singapore now sits. The ‘economic miracle’ of 1965-2015 clearly has winners and 
losers, and relies heavily on an (intensely) economically-driven policy and labour 
regime. The battles over space currently being waged (material and immaterial) 
therefore throw a spotlight on the ‘Singapore model’: can, and will it continue? Are 
the creative arts crucial to propelling Singapore’s success into the 21st century (as 
many have argued, and the state suggests), or has the ‘cultural turn’ in Singapore 
created openings to question, seriously, for the first time, if the Singapore model is 
the only way forward?  
Despite these tensions – and ripples of dissent in the Singaporean grassroots – the 
ruling People’s Action Party won the 2015 election with a comfortable margin. This 
victory reflects the complexity in a Singapore that has a love-hate relationship with 
its own power structure – sometimes contesting it, but ultimately, continuing to 
vote for it. Let this dichotomy inform the way this thesis frames the Singaporean 
state – a somewhat repressive authoritarian system that nonetheless maintains its 
ability to win over (the majority) of popular opinion. It is not so straightforwardly a 
story of ‘for’ or ‘against’ the ruling party, but rather, a complex negotiation as the 
party (self-reflexively) adapts to changing circumstances.  
 
5.2 History and Socio-Economic Snapshot  
 
 
Figure 5: Singapore’s location within South East Asia (CIA World Factbook, 2015). 
 
Singapore was founded in 1819 by Sir Joseph Stamford Raffles as an entrepôt port 




Southeast Asia. Previously a swampy, sparsely populated island under the rule of 
Malay Sultans, Singapore’s strategic location rendered it attractive as bastion of 
imperial free-trade and a buffer against Dutch, French, Chinese, and Japanese 
interests in the region. Singapore’s entrepreneurial culture was established early 
and migrants were attracted from around Southeast Asia, China, British India, as 
well as other parts of the world (including the Middle East). Occupied by the 
Japanese during World War Two, Singapore returned to British rule until 1963, 
when Singapore joined with Malaysia (though the island had been granted internal 
self-government from Westminster in 1959). After just 2 years, Singapore was 
expelled from Malaysia and in 1965 the independent nation was born. Since 1965, 
the People’s Action Party has won every election and remains the ruling political 
party.  
Singapore lies rather precariously in the Straits of Malacca, between the much 
larger countries of Indonesia and Malaysia. Singapore is located about 1 degree 
latitude north of the Equator, with a tropical rainforest climate and year-round heat 
and humidity. Its neighbours are notable because both are much larger nations (in 
Indonesia’s case, nearly 300,000,000 people) and they are also both substantially 
Muslim, with a mix of ethnicities originating in the Malay/Indonesian Archipelago 
and also smaller Chinese and Indian minorities. Singapore thus differs owing to its 
Chinese-ethnic majority (around 75 percent) and comparatively smaller Malay-
Muslim community (about 11 percent) and South Asian community (about 9-10 
percent – mainly Hindu and Muslim, but also Sikh and Jain). Eurasians constitute a 
small (elite) minority at around 2-3 percent. There are also significant migrant-
worker communities of Filipnos, Thais, and other groups. The Chinese majority has 
historically been a source of tension, both within Singapore and with its Muslim 
neighbours.  
Singapore and Malaysia share a British colonial history, whereas a bigger cultural 
gulf exists between Indonesia and Singapore (and in modern history, more tense 
diplomatic relations). The most important geographical (and economic) feature are 
the shallow, narrow Straits of Singapore that connect the Indian Ocean to the South 
China Sea, which this is one of (if not the most) important global shipping highways 
on earth, not only historically but also growing in importance as Asia surpasses the 




ways:, economically, geographically, and, as is most important to this PhD thesis, 
culturally.  
Singapore can also be envisioned, and contexualised, as the ‘hub’ of the joined-up 
‘ASEAN’ (Association of South East Asian Nations’) region, which, when taken 
together, has more than 500 million inhabitants and growing global influence (as a 
diplomatic and strategic bulwark against China, and buffer between China and 
India), as evidenced by American president Barack Obama’s recent ‘pivot’ toward 
Asia (featuring strengthened diplomatic ties with South East Asia and a stronger 
military presence in the region). Singapore is the primary financial, transport, trade, 
logistics, education, and research centre in South East Asia and since its ‘cultural 
turn’, is attempting to establish itself as the arts and cultural hub as well.  
 
Figure 6: Map of the Republic of Singapore (www. Ezilon.com/maps). 
 
Singapore has a large population of non-citizens who are economic migrants (as 
much as 40 percent of the total population, Singapore Census Data 2015). This 
percentage includes affluent and highly-educated expatriates taking advantage of 
Singapore’s robust business climate, students and researchers, as well as those 
maintaining a home on the island for its low-taxes (such as Facebook’s co-founder, 
Eduardo Saverin). At the other end of the income scale are a large number of non-




Thailand, and the Philippines. These workers fulfil economic roles ranging from 
construction to domestic servants, and bus drivers to food hawkers and service 
workers.  
Income inequality is high: Singapore’s Gini coefficient (2008) is one of the highest 
in the developed world.4 However, the absence of an official welfare state is 
compensated somewhat by the Singaporean government’s provision of subsidised 
housing, where most Singaporeans live, as well as subsidised healthcare, 
transportation, education, and even price controls on the popular food hawker 
centres.  
 
Figure 7: The city-state, island-nation of Singapore (Image from Google Earth, 2015). 
 
Though it has some aspects of a Westminster-style parliamentary democracy, the 
ruling People’s Action Party has never faced a serious challenge to its majority, and 
in many ways, the party governs in an authoritarian manner: The media, arts, and 
culture undergo a censorship process (Censorship Review Committee as well as the 
Media Development Authority) and are evaluated based on national themes such 
as racial and religious harmony.  
Public protest is allowed, but only in designated locations, and must be pre-
registered and approved beforehand. Spontaneous protests or marches are not 
permitted. Male homosexual acts, though tolerated, with a number of gay 
establishments, remain (as of 2015) dually illegal (Penal Code, Section 377A). 
                                                          




Adding a final interesting twist is the fact that the state, either directly or indirectly, 
owns and manages the vast majority of all land in Singapore (upwards of 80 
percent) (Chen, 2007; Shatkin, 2014). This reality compels a different 
conceptualisation of what constitutes the private and public realms, and how urban 
space is both produced and used.  
Chua (1997, 2011) described Singapore’s government leaders as first and foremost 
economic pragmatists, with the aim of economic development taking centre stage 
in policy, cultural, and urban planning rationale. This approach to governing 
Singapore has been named ‘illiberal pragmatism’ by Yue (2007), ‘soft authoritarian’ 
by Ooi (2009), and a variety of other labels (personal conversations mentioned 
‘paternalistic’ as another moniker). I argue in this PhD thesis that regardless of the 
label, Singapore’s economic managerialism, its approach to global capital and 
property development, and positioning as a ‘global’, ‘world class,’ and ‘renaissance 
cultural city’, all render the city a prime example of one in which neoliberalism and 
its associated processes are deeply embedded and entrenched (Liew and Pang, 
2015), albeit combined with interesting local contextualities, such as the 
aforementioned state-ownership of land and provision of mass-subsidised housing.  
 
5.2.1 ‘Third World to First – in a Single Generation’ 
 
Singapore has no significant natural resources (besides its strategic location). This 
reality has necessitated prioritising the economy – and the human capital of 
Singaporeans – as a primary export and driver of growth. Beginning from a 
deliberate, controlled effort to make Singapore a centre of advanced 
manufacturing (in the 1960s-1970s), the government has aptly anticipated global 
changes in the economy and has attempted to stay one step ahead, re-making and 
re-positioning the Singaporean economy to maintain a competitive advantage. 
Since the 1980s, this approach has meant a shift away from manufacturing and 
towards finance, business services, and, more recently, research, development, 
tourism, and the cultural industries. Singapore’s transition into a cultural city has 
been one outgrowth of the more recent economic re-positioning, as the embrace 
of the knowledge economy – and all of its associated characteristics – have led 




Singaporean government’s high-level of control over land, population, and policy 
have made these continued transitions possible and effective.  
 
Singapore’s transition into a leading world city has been remarkable and 
unprecedented among former British colonies; from a tropical port where small 
boats jammed the polluted river and many people lived in wooden houses on stilts 
to the glittering metropolis today of jasmine-scented shopping malls and Ferraris – 
all between 1965 and the present. The fact that Singapore is so globally influential 
is remarkable, given its small size and stature. One of the key conduits, and 
emissaries, of the ‘Singapore model’ are its leaders: the elite, well-respected, 
highly-educated small group in the People’s Action Party’s top positions. At the top 
of the pyramid is the Prime Minister. Currently, this position is filled by Harvard-
educated Lee Hsien Loong (son of the nation’s father, Lee Kuan Yew). Often 
educated at elite preparatory schools (such as the Raffles Institution), and then 
onto the NUS, Oxford, Cambridge, or the Ivy League, Singapore’s leadership is a 
self-perpetuating meritocracy. Highly-trained and carefully vetted leaders are one 
reason for the Singapore miracle.  
 
In addition to this tradition of meritocratic leadership, Singaporean leaders – and 
political scientists – note 5 primary factors that have led to the city-state’s success 
(see Chua, 1997 and 2011; also Yew, 2000): 
Firstly, an educational system that has a rigorous and target-driven meritocracy 
(where high performance is strongly rewarded), leading to a fully literate and highly 
skilled population. This skilled population was able to take (first) advanced 
manufacturing jobs and then later business services jobs as the economy 
transitioned from industrial to postindustrial, and is an attractive factor for foreign 
investment. This has also included the evolution of the NUS and Nanyang 
Technological University into leading universities and has seen partnership with 
foreign institutions (from Yale/NUS to branches of global business schools such as 
INSEAD).  
Secondly, a stable, competent government, an outgrowth of the meritocracy, with 
little corruption. Lee (2000) suggested that the lack of corruption was due to the 




also, high ministerial and bureaucratic salaries that rival those of the top 
professions, allowing high-ranking government officials to become wealthy without 
needing corruption. In Singapore, it is considered elite to work for the government, 
not a salary-step down or demotion, as is the case in some places. 
Thirdly, an efficient, clean, modern infrastructure to make Singapore a good, 
orderly place to live, conduct business in, visit, and travel to (and from). This factor 
has included the construction of quasi-socialist housing estates (HDB) connected by 
a modern transport system (MRT), a gleaming global-hub airport (Changi), and a 
financial district with both the physical and human infrastructure to rival those of 
Hong Kong, London, or New York. More recently, this infrastructure has included 
cultural and entertainment aspects, from theme parks to casinos, aimed at both 
attracting visitors and allowing Singaporeans a higher quality of life. This 
infrastructure has been successfully implemented largely due to the state’s control 
of land and land markets (Shatkin, 2014); when necessary, Singapore has even 
extended its borders through maritime infill, a process that is continuing. The land 
development process is overseen by corporations such as Capita Land, JTC 
Corporation, and Temasek Holdings – all of which are either completely or partially 
state-owned and operated.  
Fourthly, its social order, balance, and harmony, with a blend of Sino-Confucian 
notions of hard-work and filial piety with a regional cultural and ethnic potpourri of 
Malay, Indian, Muslim, and Western characteristics (such as the legacy of British-
Protestant work ethic and school discipline). Social harmony, Lee (2000) argued, 
prevents the sort of moral breakdown that (he believed) occurs in Western nations; 
it prevents racial strife or violence and allows for stability. This aspect feeds into 
the economic growth. Part of this social stability has been harsh penalties for the 
personal use of drugs (for example), and even harsher penalties for those who sell 
drugs. Social stability is also maintained by strict rules on public discourse (themes 
must not involve controversial approaches to race, ethnicity, or religion) and 
culture is censored (to avoid causing offense).  
Finally, and most controversially, the strong rule of law and strong, controlling 
governance as key to Singapore’s success. Prime Minister Lee (and others) 
envisioned the government not as a brutal, repressive force, but rather, a 




the ability to slap). It is for this reason that Singapore retains its authoritarian 
aspects (and host of authoritarian rules and laws, from detention without cause to 
the illegality of sodomy). Chewing gum remains illegal to be sold (though personal 
use is permitted) and the penalty for importing or dealing large quantities of certain 
drugs is death. 
 
5.3 ‘CMIO’: Race, Ethnicity, and the ‘Out of Bounds’  
 
It is hard to discount the importance of the institutionalised racial/ethnic order in 
Singapore – ‘Chinese, Malay, Indian, and ‘Other’ – and the related political and 
cultural implications. Political scientist Tan (2013) noted that Singaporeans have 
been, 
‘… socialised though official historical accounts of race riots in the 1960s to 
regard their multi-ethnic condition with a degree of paranoia on the one 
hand – but on the other hand, through slogans such as ‘racial harmony’ and 
‘unity in diversity’, to treat this condition with a celebratory gloss that 
prevents deeper cultural understanding and obscures prejudices and 
discriminatory practices embedded in society’ (197). 
 
Outside of Singapore itself, this racial dichotomy becomes starker: Indonesia, the 
world’s largest Muslim nation, borders to the West and South, while Malaysia 
encircles Singapore to the North. The relationship between Singapore and Malaysia 
is a complicated one, reflected not only in the inverse racial relationship in the two 
countries (Singapore is 75 percent Chinese while Malaysia is about 75 percent 
Malay) but also since the two were joined for most of their history. ‘The Straits 
Settlements’ were first administered by the British East India Company and then 
later, ‘The Straits Colonies’ were made a Crown Colony and administered from 
London, with Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, and Georgetown (Penang) the chief cities 
and trading hubs. The early years of postcolonialism saw Singapore joining with 
Malaysia once again to form ‘Malaya’, a troubled union that lasted only two years. 
Malaysia could not reconcile Singapore’s mainly Chinese (and non-Muslim) 
dominance, and there was fierce concern that Singapore would supplant Malaysia’s 
cities in importance. In 1965, Malaysia expelled Singapore, which was on its own: a 




food and water and left exposed to the currents of the Straits. A tearful Lee Kuan 
Yew began the task of assembling the modern State of Singapore out of the ruins 
of colonialism and the failed Malayan union, a task that by 1990, merely one 
generation later, would see Singapore emerge as a key global hub of the 
‘knowledge economy’ and a first-tier global city.  
The racial order looms like a constant shadow above Singapore’s glistening skyline 
and calm promenades. With a population of less than 6 million and a land area only 
one-third that of Greater London, there is a perceptible, tangible fear (that I 
noticed) that is promulgated through the pages of The Straits Times that things can, 
at any time, collapse. Whether or not this is a reality – given Singapore’s wealth, 
stability, and highly-trained, well-endowed military – is less important than what 
this allows the ruling elite to continue to fashion: the image of a fragile, precarious, 
city-state constantly under threat from dis-harmony and dis-union internally and 
externally. Chaotic (and Muslim) Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta, or decadent and 
degenerate Bangkok, all larger cities than Singapore, therefore become jarring (and 
deliberate) comparisons. Furthermore, the increasingly religious conservativism of 
Singapore’s larger neighbours (which ranges from varying degrees of Sharia Law in 
Malaysia to near totalitarianism in Brunei) impede on the consciousness of those in 
(relatively) liberal Singapore, if not on the rule of law.  
It is maintaining the stability and harmony of the racial/ethnic/religious mix that 
seems based on my research to be the biggest measure of where the ‘out of 
bounds’ markers lie (Ooi, 2009). This aspect will be revisited later in empirical 
chapters.  
 
5.3.1 Riots in Little India: Cracks in the Singapore Model?  
 
On Sunday, 9 December, 2013, rioting erupted in ‘Little India’ when a bus driver 
from mainland China struck and killed a pedestrian – a migrant worker from Tamil 
Nadu – as he tried to board the bus. The streets were full: Sunday is the weekly day 
off for Singapore’s tens of thousands of migrant workers from the Subcontinent, 
and Little India becomes a street festival. The ‘Little India’ riots – as they have been 
called – were a shocking signal that the tightly-controlled city-state has socio-




worked for generations to avoid. State officials quickly spun the story that alcohol 
was the prime culprit, not racial tension, and moved to institute an (unpopular) ban 
on public drinking. On my return visit to the city-state in 2014, I observed the new 
street signs put in place that state the new restrictions on alcohol. Other steps have 
been taken by local businesses to restrict the ability for large groups to gather, such 
as blocking access to toilets.  
The ‘Little India’ riots were contained rather quickly, as more than 300 police 
officers were deployed to the site, and the negative press and damage to 
Singapore’s reputation was quickly brushed under the carpet. However, aside from 
being the first ethnically-driven outbreak of violence in 40 years, the ‘Little India 
Riots’ were highly symbolic and emblematic of Singapore’s current dilemma 
regarding the role of migrant workers in the ‘global city’, and also reflect the 
growing contestation and tensions over the production and occupation of urban 
space. It is also important for this PhD thesis that ‘Little India’ is one of Singapore’s 
designated ‘arts belts’: a cultural district home not only to a longstanding working-
class (and poor) migrant community, but also to theatre companies, designers, and 
others in the cultural industries. Some of Singapore’s most prominent small theatre 
companies – such as ‘Wild Rice’ – are located in the heart of ‘Little India’, and locals 
as well as tourists are drawn to the area for its food, culture, nightlife, and vibrancy, 
as well as the famous, 24-hour ‘Mustafa’ department store. Several boutique hotels 
and backpacker hostels have opened in recent years, further reflecting the area’s 
(contested) attractiveness for a number of uses/users. More than anywhere else in 
Singapore, the geography of ‘Little India’ represents all that is tumultuous about 






Figure 8: Market in Little India (author’s photo, taken October, 2012). 
 
The riots are perhaps the most shocking and visceral recent event that 
demonstrates socio-spatial tension, but it is really just the tip of the iceberg, 
beneath which ‘seething forces’ (in Lefebvre’s words, 1991[1974]) are gaining 
pressure.  
Bus drivers themselves have been part of the popular unrest. In 2012, during the 
time of my field-research in Singapore, bus drivers staged the first labour strike in 
many years. Hired from mainland China, living mostly in temporary 
accommodation, the bus drivers stopped work in November, 2012, for a variety of 
stated reasons, which included poor wages and poor living conditions (such as poor 
sanitation and lack of air conditioning in dormitories and unreasonable working 
hours). Since striking is illegal in Singapore – and there is no minimum wage – the 
drivers were unsuccessful, but nonetheless generated wide national and 
international publicity. Ethnicity also played a role: one of the grievances was the 
gap in pay between the imported (Chinese) drivers and Malay drivers (who were 
paid higher wages). The strike instigated a vigorous national conversation in which 
the Singapore model (of which imported migrant labour is essential) was placed 
under the microscope and critically questioned, both internally and externally, and 
this conversation continues.  
The death of founding Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew in March, 2015, brought the 
nation together – but not unanimously: critical voices also emerged about Lee’s 




new course. One news-making event was a 16-year old named Amos Yee arrested 
in spring, 2015, for criticising Mr. Lee on his Youtube account, illustrating both the 
political division among younger Singaporeans and the city-state’s strict 
punishments for dissent. Amos Yee was tried in court and eventually convicted of 
‘obscenity’ and ‘deliberate intention of wounding religious or racial feelings’, which 
violates Singapore’s Penal Code. Yee was sentenced to 4 weeks in jail, though his 
sentenced was backdated and Yee was freed directly after the trial. Still, his 
conviction was criticised by international groups, including Amnesty International. 
At the time of this writing, Amos Yee’s case is still pending an appeal.  
Tan (2013) denoted what he calls the ‘myth’ that the ruling party saved everyone, 
but those born after the 1970s have a shorter memory of Singapore’s early woes 
and struggles. The (general) election of 2011 was the first in which the number born 
after independence outnumbered those born before – a crucial turning point 
introducing a milieu where the ‘pioneer generation’ (contemporaries of Lee Kuan 
Yew) – and their ideals – are a slowly dying group.  
The ‘illiberal’ vision of Lee Kuan Yew, demonstrating his controlling approach to 
governance, is starkly shown in an interview he gave to the Straits Times in 1987, 
in which he expressed little regret (or remorse) for a dictatorial style, as long as this 
style gets results:  
‘… I am often accused of interfering in the private lives of citizens. Yes, if I 
did not, had I not done that, we wouldn't be here today. And I say without 
the slightest remorse, that we wouldn't be here, we would not have made 
economic progress, if we had not intervened on very personal matters – 
who your neighbour is, how you live, the noise you make, how you spit, or 
what language you use. We decide what is right. Never mind what the 
people think’ (Former Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, in The Straits Times, 
20 April, 1987). 
 
Sociologist Tamney (1995) concluded that there is a constant ‘struggle’ for 
Singapore’s very ‘soul’: that from the beginning of self-rule in 1959 there has been 
a careful balance of progressive development and maintaining tradition, increased 
tolerance and careful repression, opening up to the world and freedom and 
continued censorship and control. This ‘balance’ is carefully maintained, say 
Singapore scholars, because (as Chua, 2011, argued) the policy elite believe strongly 




Singapore’s success, and that a destabilisation of the power structure could 
threaten that success. Therefore, Chua argued, all policy, including economic 
development policy, has had two rationales: one, to increase Singapore’s 
international competitiveness and wealth, and two, to maintain the legitimacy of 
the People’s Action Party.  
 
5.3.2 ‘Cosmopolitans’ vs ‘Heartlanders’ 
 
The divides amongst the working classes and migrant labourers of various ethnic 
and racial communities extend to the Singaporean middle-class ‘heartland’ as well. 
Tan (2008) rather grimly predicted that the stratification of society into two halves 
– a worldly, globally-oriented ‘cosmopolitan’ elite and a more conservative 
‘heartland’, a divide he claimed is maintained and reinforced by the authorities – 
may ultimately threaten Singapore’s stability and become the city-state’s Achilles 
heel. The result of successful growth is the attraction of foreign companies, foreign 
ideas and foreign persons; an informed, well-travelled, cultured population; and 
higher levels of global influence – all things that now challenge (and question) the 
status quo and power structure. Tan’s bifurcated society is a sociological localism 
of Anderson’s (2012) conception of ‘cosmo’ vs ‘ethno’.  
The Singaporean ‘heartland’ has been used to refer to those living in the large 
suburban public housing or ‘HDB’ estates (Yue, 2007:374). Yue (2007) recalled how 
in a 1999 speech, then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong used the term ‘cosmopolitan’ 
to refer to bilingual English language speakers who have a global outlook and a 
skillset that allows them to be in globally-orientated professions, including the 
‘cultural industries’. The ‘heartlanders’ of Tan and Yue’s conception include taxi-
drivers, the ubiquitous hawker-stall workers, lower-and-mid-level managers, 
clerical and administrative workers, and lower-level service professions such as 
retail. Chua (1999) broadly grouped these as those with more local orientations and 
skills, as well as common use of ‘Singlish’, the local patois. The ‘heartland’ also 





The pertinent question and issue for this PhD thesis is the degree to which the arts 
and culture are the domain of, or appropriated by, ‘cosmopolitans’? Arts and 
culture can be both divisive and unifying tools in a Singaporean context, appealing 
in different ways and through different mediums to both ‘heartlander’ and 
‘cosmopolitan’. The annual ‘National Day Song’, for example – uniquely composed 
each year to coincide with the August National Day festivities – is one such example 
of art that is used to unify the nation and form a common identity. But the 
proliferation of more elite culture, including Western-orientated spaces and 
themes that appeal specifically to a certain segment of the globally-orientated or 
highly educated, has generated both controversy and critical questions. Herein is 
the crux of this PhD thesis. 
 
5.4 Singapore and the Arts: Sinners and Saints  
 
 
‘… Whereas – it’s so claustrophobic, in the sense that – you really need to look 
very hard for the spaces – physical, and the mental. … The pace of life here is 
so high and fast – it’s so dense – I don’t think that’s good for art making, 
personally’ (interview, actor, February, 2014). 
 
‘And [Richard Florida] was required reading for our Civil Service. It was 
shocking’ (Interview, Singaporean blogger and activist, January, 2013). 
 
Singapore has long grappled with the arts, and the often tense interplay between 





Figure 9: Film poster for ‘Saint Jack’ a film banned in Singapore for 25+ years – 1979 (from 
Wikipedia, 2014 [Last Accessed November, 2015]). 
 
The city-state has, since the 1980s, put much effort into cultivating an arts 
infrastructure and a cultural economy, and has slowly liberalised to enable cultural 
seeds to bloom. Yet the banning of the film ‘Saint Jack’ somewhat encapsulates the 
contradictory relationship between the arts and the Singaporean state. Released in 
1979, the film was banned in Singapore until 2006, despite international critical 
acclaim and the status of being the major Hollywood film ever filmed on location – 





Figure 10: Mural under the Clark Quay/Boat Key Bridge, Singapore, by ‘social creatives’ (author’s 
Photo, taken March, 2013). 
 
The Singapore government’s concern with the perceived links between the 
performing arts in Singapore and radical ideology came to a head in 1987, when 22 
people, associated with migrants’ rights advocacy groups (mainly domestic 
workers), were arrested. Those arrested were detained without trial under the 
Internal Security Act (Chapter 143), which is a British colonial-era law allowing the 
government to ‘… detain without trial anyone suspected of acting in a way that it 
deems to threaten Singapore’s security and the maintenance of public order and 
essential services’ (Tan, 2013:202). The initial 2-year detention term can be 
renewed (indefinitely), and those arrested have no recourse to judicial review or 
appeal. Those arrested were accused of instigating and participating in a ‘Marxist 
conspiracy’ under the leadership of a student leader (living in London since 1976). 
The group was a rather motley alliance of Catholic social workers, members of the 
opposition Workers’ Party, lawyers, members of the Association of Women for 
Action and Research (AWARE), and ‘… socially conscious members of the amateur 
theatre group “The Third Stage”’ (Tan, 2013:202). Above all, the government 
associated the leftist arts and theatre community (whether actually leftist or not) 
with global Marxist movements, such as Agosto Boal’s forum theatre (which, in its 





These arrests had long-lasting impacts and ripple effects across Singapore’s artistic 
community, as a strong message was sent not to overstep ideological boundaries 
and a clear delineation of what constituted cultural ‘out of bounds’ was set. The 
question then emerges of how an art form that is radical (assuming ‘radical’ can 
even fit a definition) in one place expresses itself in Singapore, adapting to local 
climate and fitting within the established ‘out of bounds’ markers? Another 
question is whether the arts need to be radical; indeed, can they be conservative? 
What if a form such as ‘forum theatre’, associated with leftism in one place, is 
applied quite differently in Singapore, even with more conservative aims or 
intentions? 
These questions feed into one of this PhD thesis’s larger themes, which is the need 
to question how concepts such as ‘radicalism’ travel from one place to another, and 
to challenge the idea that so-called ‘radical’ artists are automatically allied with 
each other, or other radical groups. Progressive and more conservative currents 
both run through the arts, and yet, at the same time, the arts are helping to 
invigorate grassroots activism.  
Artist Langenbach (1993:207) argued that by the time forum theatre arrived in 
Singapore, it had already broken with the tradition of the ‘theatre of the oppressed’ 
of Boal’s original form, applied uniquely to Singapore’s ‘illiberal pragmatic’ context 
and fitting neatly within ‘out of bounds’ markers. It is worth mentioning that I 
learned (anecdotally), that Ray Langenbach is on a ‘blacklist’ for extended visits to 
Singapore, and is only permitted short, 2-week stays – perhaps indicative of the 
awkward space of the critical arts more broadly. Therefore, more questions arise, 
which this thesis will revisit in the coming empirical chapters: Do artists and cultural 
spaces unknowingly (or knowingly) strip their work of political and or radical 
meaning? Or (as some argue), do they deliberately and carefully tailor and 
contextualise their work to get messages across in Singapore that ‘tackle social-
cultural issues’ and not political ones? (Tan, 2013:203). What does it even mean to 
be a ‘radical artist’ in Singapore?  
Before tackling what radical art and cultural space looks like, how it is joined with 
activism and what this arts-activist landscape looks like in Singapore, it is first 
necessary to unpack how (and why) the city-state made the ‘cultural turn’ from the 




in which the arts have become contested, intermeshed with the current landscape 
of activism reverberating around Singapore.  
 
5.5 Policy Review: Singapore Becomes a ‘Global City for 
the Arts’  
 
Singapore’s transition into a global business centre and ‘Alpha’ World City has seen 
the city state take a ‘cultural turn’, in which a cultural infrastructure (containing 
many dimensions and aspects) has been implemented and developed – a local 
outgrowth of the global ‘creative cities’ movement. The ‘cultural turn’ has 
paralleled a tourism turn, in which Singapore has invested in infrastructure to entice 
tourists to stay longer and spend more (see Luger,2016). Part of understanding how 
and why the city-state has prioritised the arts and culture includes trying to 
differentiate efforts to simply increase tourism spending from genuine efforts to 
engender a richer local arts ecosystem (for arts’ sake). Furthermore, the question 
emerges whether the cultural turn can be separated from Singapore’s recent 
positioning as a cosmopolitan global city. The answer requires a careful reading and 
review of policy documents.  
The city-state’s cultural turn was largely put into motion by the 1989 ‘Report of the 
Advisory Council of Culture and the Arts’, commissioned by the reformist, 
progressive, then-president, Ong Teng Cheong. Cheong outlined the forthcoming 
approach, arguing that, 
‘… if we [Singaporeans] are not to coarsen the texture of our society, we 
must improve the cultural and recreational facilities, encourage 
appreciation of arts and music, and create an agreeable environment that 
will stimulate people …’ (Cheong, 1989, Introduction). 
 
Investment from the state has filtered down to many aspects of the creative 
economy and cultural landscape, from universities and research to the creation of 
new arts schools (such as SOTA5), instruction and curriculum about arts and culture 
in primary schools, new performance spaces (such a The Esplanade), and arts- 
housing for performance and gallery space (such as The Goodman Arts Centre). 
                                                          




There are also new flagship museums, from the new Singapore National Art Gallery 
(opened in 2015) to the Moshe Safdie-designed ArtScience museum at Marina Bay. 
These art spaces have accompanied new spaces/places of consumption and 
entertainment, from Marina Bay Sands Hotel/Casino to the family-friendly 
attractions of Sea World and Universal Studios at Sentosa Island (Chang and Huang, 
2009). Festivals such as the Singapore ‘Biennale’ and the ‘Singapore International 
Festival of Arts’ have gained international press and have allowed local artists an 
international platform, and the winning of a Palme D’Or at Cannes by the 
Singaporean film ‘Ilo Ilo’ in 2013 shows that investment in local film has had results.  
Together with these new spaces for entertainment there has been a more-relaxed 
attitude on the night-time economy, which includes everything from drinking and 
dancing to the allowance of a cluster of gay bars and clubs. Singapore, in a word, 
has sought to become fun. Local author Neil Humphreys noted that, after being 
away for some years, he returned to a ‘sexy island’ (2012).  
State officials have also tried to make the urban environment more interesting and 
culturally-rich. ‘Heritage districts’ such as Chinatown, the Rochor ‘Arts District’, 
Little India and the suburban Wessex Estate, Gillman Barracks, and Dempsey (old 
British army barracks and bungalows) have all been spared the bulldozer, serving 
as little pockets of cultural tourism and authenticity in what Chang (2014) has called 
the ‘experiential economy’.  
‘Ever practical Singapore’ (Yun, 2008) seems to have warmed to the concept that a 
creative ‘milieu’ requires not only physical space, but the right conditions on the 
ground, and therefore has attempted to go further than simply attract knowledge 
workers and creative industries, but to actually infuse Singaporean society with an 
appreciation for creativity itself. This attempt, however, may be problematic. 
Singapore has conserved heritage areas with the stated purpose of maintaining an 
‘authentic’ environment for creative types (the ‘Renaissance City’ Plans I and II), 
and has constructed new, purpose built creative/cultural space (‘One North’, the 
‘Esplanade’, as well as old school buildings transformed into arts spaces) and spent 
money on ‘creative’ education, whilst relaxing some controls on the freedom of 
expression and fringe art groups. Still, Singapore’s approach may be problematic in 




money, more economic competitiveness, more investment in Singapore, more 
allure for foreigners, and perhaps even a better reputation in dinner table 
conversation. Whether or not a genuinely enriched local arts milieu is a desirable 
outcome is somewhat unclear.  
Singapore seems, based on its context, like an odd ‘Global City for the Arts’. Yet its 
‘Renaissance City’ reports, (versions I, II, and III), and the recent ‘Arts and Culture 
Strategic Review (ACSR)’ (MCCY6, 2012), paint a picture of a city-state that is eagerly 
embracing the cultural paradigm, seeking to be a ‘... nation of cultured and gracious 
people, at home with our heritage, and proud of our Singaporean identity’ (ACSR, 
2012:1).  
 
5.5.1 From Manufacturing to Art Museums: Cultural Policy 
Evolution  
 
Through the 1980s and 1990s, the city-state looked to new ways to compete 
globally, particularly with other rising financial and business services centres in East 
Asia such as Hong Kong and Shanghai. Yeoh (2005:950) suggested part of this 
competition was ‘glitz and grandeur’, and ‘on fostering the cultural economies that 
planners perceive as necessary to attracting and retaining the kind of workforce 
needed for a knowledge oriented economy’. This move also corresponded with a 
shift away from Singapore’s early national priorities, such as maintaining a clean 
and orderly society, which early leaders such as Lee Kuan Yew deemed were 
essential for nation-building. The physical manifestations of the new cultural push 
reflected ‘a new emphasis on creating aesthetic and iconic urban landscapes … as 
well as … to master plan overwhelming skylines’ (ibid: 950). 
 
Kong (2012a) outlined the history and evolution of ‘creative city’ policy in 
Singapore, since its genesis in the 1980s to its most recent mutations ‘post crisis’ 
(post-2008). She argued that as early as the mid-1980s, Singaporean policy elites 
began to comment that Singapore needed to provide (spaces) of consumption such 
as performance spaces, museums, and esplanades for visitors and residents, as 
                                                          




Singapore had become a major international business centre. Kong argued that a 
general understanding that the arts and culture could play a role in Singapore’s 
economic development pre-dates the ‘creativity’ discourse by several years. In 
1989, the Ong Ten Cheong Report first mentioned the importance of the value of 
the arts and culture for a ‘maturing nation’ (Kong, 2012a).  
The then- MICA7 Minister, George Yeo, said in 1991 that ‘To be competitive in the 
next phase of our national development, we need to promote the arts,’ and in 1993, 
‘Singapore has been an international market for rubber, spices oil, currency, gold 
and other things ... but it is also hoped to be an international market for the arts’ 
(quoted in Kong, 2012a:280). 
Singapore’s ‘cultural turn’ entered its second phase around 2000, coinciding with 
the work of Landry (2000) and Florida (2002, 2005). The Renaissance City I plan 
(MICA, 2000) had a stated aim of turning Singapore into a ‘Global City for the Arts’, 
and subsequent reports included ‘Investing in Singapore’s Cultural Capital’ (MITA, 
2002) and ‘Creative Industries Development Strategy’ (ERC, 2002). Kong (2012) 
pointed out that it was this third report (ERC) where Florida was first mentioned in 
Singaporean policy, where it refers to Florida’s three-pronged notion of 
multidimensional creativity (innovation, entrepreneurship, and artistic and cultural 
creativity.) This report states that ‘… Singapore must embark on a journey of 
reinvention to look into how [we, as Singaporeans] can harness the multi-
dimensional creativity of our people’ in order to ‘… establish a new competitive 
advantage’ (ERC, 2002:1). Kong et al. (2006:179) concluded that Singaporean policy 
generally cites Landry and Florida uncritically, using a ‘… surface application’ of their 
ideas, using ‘key theorists like Richard Florida as little more than expert citations’.  
                                                          





Figure 11: The Esplanade/theatres by the Bay, Singapore Harbour (author’s photo, taken 2013). 
 
The ‘Renaissance City’ plans have had further iterations (II, 2005; and III, 2008) that 
have refined and expanded Singapore’s aims to become a global leader in the arts. 
Spatial manifestations of cultural policy in Singapore have included massive 
infrastructure projects, such as The Esplanade, National Art Gallery, National 
Museum of Singapore, Asian Civilisations Museum, and huge projects including 
expanding NUS, Nanyang Technology University, and ‘One North,’ a suburban 
technology and innovation office district. In addition, there are smaller 
investments, including specific live-work spaces (Workloft@ChipBee, Workloft at 
Wessex) and the conversion of former military barracks and schools into arts and 
creative space (Mount Sophia and the Gillman Barracks, for example).  
Social manifestations have included grants to arts and theatre groups, increasing 
arts and culture curriculum in primary schools, university, and postgraduate arts 
and culture curriculums and diplomas, and also providing incentives to creative 
industries in the form of grants, low-rent space, and waiving visa requirements.  
Marketing and branding have also formed an important element. The Singapore 




held in New York, London, and Beijing – a ‘showcase for Singapore’s heritage, arts 
and culinary scene, and global business attributes’ (Kong, 2012).  
Measures such as inculcating an appreciation of the arts early in life through 
primary school education and keeping themes relevant to local groups are seen as 
ways that arts infrastructure can take root in Singapore going forward.  
In 2010, Singapore initiated a review of its cultural strategies (culminating in the 
2012 Arts and Culture Strategic Review, or ACSR, MICCY, 2012). The ACSR set out 
goals to ‘bring arts and culture to the heartland’ and to imbue a cultural 
appreciation at all levels of Singaporean society, moving the arts out of their silos 
and gilded spaces to the everyday. The ACSR also involved wide consultation with 
the arts community – a more inclusive consultation effort than in times past – to 
determine needs relating to floor space for housing and rehearsal space as well as 
ideas and input on how best to impact, and reach out to, the wider community. The 
long-term (stated) aim was to devise initiatives that would enhance access to arts 
and culture for all Singaporeans. The specific outcomes were to, by 2025, double 
the percentage of Singaporeans who attend at least one arts and culture event from 
the present 40 to 80 percent; and increase from 20 to 50 percent the proportion of 
Singaporeans actively participating in arts and culture activities (Ministry of 






Figure 12: Facebook advertisement for the ‘Void Deck Festival’, May, 2015. 
 
Several indicators of the impact and use values of the arts and cultural sector have 
been compiled (see Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts, 2008) 
and there is clear evidence of the boost provided by the Renaissance City Plan. 
The Singapore ‘cultural turn’ has come of age, and a generation of arts policy has 
had visual, economic, cultural, and social results. However, many have been critical 
of Singapore’s embracing of the arts and culture, revealing a number of gaps, 




‘Nominated Member for the Arts’ in Parliament (an appointed, rotating position), 
gave an impassioned speech in 2014 pushing for more space for the arts. Her 
speech, while not openly critical, implied that much of Singapore’s creative turn has 
been window dressing, and that the arts have not been fully prioritised:  
‘… Have we sufficiently set creativity as a national priority? Are we investing 
in an education system that nurtures creativity to future-proof our school-
children? Are we embracing creativity as a key strategy to build resilience 
in our economy?’ (Janice Koh, Actor and Nominated MP for the Arts, in a 
speech to Parliament, 4 March, 2014). 
 
In this sense, Singapore joins a host of other cities around the world where voices 
(academic, artistic, and activist) increasingly question and challenge the top-down 
cultural imperative. Next I will show some of these critiques and expose some of 
the tensions embedded in Singapore arts policy, before concluding this chapter 
with a look at how activism and the arts are joining in unique and complex ways in 
the city-state. 
 
5.5.2 It is Just Wayang: Criticism of Singapore’s Cultural Turn  
 
Wayang (N) (In Indonesia and Malaysia) a theatrical performance enjoying 
puppets and human dancers’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2015). 
 
There are generally two camps in the literature dealing with Singapore’s cultural 
evolution. The first camp is not particularly critical, and hesitates to reach a verdict 
on the success or failure of Singapore’s arts and culture policies. Rather, it illustrates 
the complexity, context, and challenges of such policy, reflecting on history, its 
evolution, and how it may or may not change in the future (see Chang, 2000; Chua, 
2011; Kong, 2009, 2011, 2012a, b). While not particularly convinced that Singapore 
has a sustainable ‘creative’ model in place, this literature likewise reflects some 
optimism that the future may bring success, that Singapore’s ability to learn and 
adapt might mean that what does not work will yield to what does work, and that 
the learning and evolving processes will continue over time. Kong, for example 
(2012a) concluded that ‘creative city’ policies have the potential to positively 




(appropriate) application according to local context. Likewise, Chang and Huang 
(2009) concluded that the key to the ‘successful’ application of such policy is finding 
a desirable balance between ‘global’ and ‘local’, which they termed ‘glocal’. 
Another camp, however, is generally more critical and more cynical about the city-
state’s embracing of the arts, both in terms of the limited success of these policies 
and also in terms of their dubious (and potentially harmful) impacts on Singaporean 
society. This critical literature more openly expresses doubt that ‘cultural 
Singapore’ will yield lasting results, result in social harmony, or is even necessarily 
a good thing for Singaporean society. Ooi (2009, 2010a and b) concluded that 
Singapore’s creative model is ‘locked’ in a standoff between nascent creative 
impulses and continued political repression, and that without significant change in 
the structure of the power apparatus, a creative milieu cannot and will not take 
root.  
Other more structural critiques portray Singapore’s cultural turn as window 
dressing or, to use a regional idiom, Wayang (political shadow-puppetry) – over 
growing inequality and socio-economic imbalances that have seen quality of life 
diminishing for segments of the middle (particularly lower-middle) class. Gestural 
politics are a powerful tool to shore up popular support and reinforce and valorise 
existing power structures. In Singapore’s brand of authoritarianism, such gestures 
(in the form of statements, small liberalisations, allowances, or other gifts) have 
been a key tool of the People’s Action Party to maintain its dominance for half a 
century. Nor are such gestural regimes limited to Singapore. The tradition of the 
Wayang – Indonesian shadow puppet shows – has been used as a metaphor (and 
critical reaction to) autocratic regimes, as portrayed in the film the Year of Living 
Dangerously, about Jakarta’s military junta (in the 1960s).  
Yun (2008) and others have also noted the economic precariousness of Singapore’s 
‘cultural city’ model, a model in which a continued influx of both higher-skilled and 
low-skilled workers are necessary to keep up with the demands of Singaporean 
firms. Chua (2011) argued that the Singaporean middle class ‘… sense that they are 
not being trained on the job and moving up the skills ladder as they should be, due 
to the readily available supply of foreign labour who can take up the position 




Thus, a sort of ‘parallel’ cultural city has evolved, with one layer for this elite, 
cosmopolitan and mobile group, and another dealing with more home-grown, 
‘heartland’ arts and culture, including local artists and performers who have the 
option of receiving state funding for particular projects and studio or gallery space. 
Herein lies one of the contradictions of Singapore’s creative ecosystem: the needs, 
actors, and spaces of ‘cosmopolitan’ culture sometimes overlap, but are often 
separate from home-grown, local cultural groups, events, and spaces. The 
Esplanade performing arts centre and Marina Bay Sands theatres, for example, 
often host Broadway musicals or top-billed rock concerts with foreign casts and 
crews. Galleries feature some local but mainly foreign artists (Chang and Huang, 
2009).  
Local, smaller-scale theatre and art companies, mainly with majority-Singaporean 
casts and crews, rely on state funding to operate (as well as private philanthropy) 
and often exist quite precariously (Kong 2011, 2012). Arts housing (for rehearsals 
or studios) is provided, but these spaces are highly limited and competition is fierce; 
these spaces are also temporary – artists must vacate after a set amount of time. 
Therefore, no artist is completely free of, or from, the state (unless they are 100 
percent privately financed, or operate outside of the city-state, as many choose to 
do).  
Finally, receiving state funding in the form of grants or built space comes with many 
caveats – art, whether it be performed or visual, must comply with strict guidance 
dealing not only with the potential to succeed financially, but must also stay within 
certain themes and the ‘out of bounds’ (or ‘OB’) markers of ‘soft’ authoritarianism 
(Ooi, 2009). Thus many artists are either unable to obtain funding or space, or they 
might be, less frequently, unwilling to sign on the dotted line given the small print 
on substance, themes, and auditing/assessment.  
Chang and Huang (2009) have highlighted the social and cultural tensions over the 
use and occupation of ‘worldly’ landscapes, arguing that Singapore has in fact ‘un-
made’ its very uniqueness in its quest to be the best. They argued that the focus on 
the ‘flagship’ arts and public spaces along the Singapore river waterfront as a site 
that ‘… has become a showcase of the city’s global aspirations, and yet as a site of 
local culture, history and tradition, has been unmade’ (2009:245) in the 




‘transworldment’ and the ‘unmaking’ of local, unique space into homogenous, 
commodified ‘worldly’ space (see Olds, 1995; Coe et al., 2003). ‘Transworldment’ 
has been the process of several dominant world cities becoming travelling models, 
and, in so doing, beginning to resemble each other, losing local uniqueness. Olds et 
al. (2004) pointed out that Hong Kong, Vancouver, and Dubai all feature similar 
green-glass towers, often financed by the same multi-national developers, 
representing a sort of spatial-aesthetic convergence. Singapore is portrayed as not 
only among this ‘copycat group’, but also self-consciously and deliberately 
attempting such a mimicking (Chang and Huang, 2009).  
A recurring critique of Singapore’s broad cultural push is the inherent paradox of 
encouraging creativity whilst attempting to over-regulate and control it. Leo and 
Lee (2004:214) concluded that, ‘if the government wants to benefit from the 
economic value that these [cultural] industries have, which have their origin in 
individual creativity, skill and talent, then the existing “paternalistic and 
authoritarian” modes of rule must eventually give way to more liberal and 
permissive political exchanges.’ This theme of over-control leading to policy 
shortcomings, disconnections, differing (contrasting interpretations), and 
ultimately, failure, comes across in much critical literature (see Lim, 2009).  
Other authors have asserted that Singapore is ‘squandering’ its wealth on 
‘precarious’ creative economy projects (Yun, 2008; Kong, 2012) that require huge 
and lasting amounts of public investment (see Thrift, 2006; Evans, 2009), which 
come at the expense of the daily life of a growing swathe of citizenry who face 
increasing pressure to succeed in the new economy and its spaces (Dhamani, 2008; 
Tan, 2007, 2008). It has also been asserted that Singapore’s attraction of creative 
industries and individuals is due more to ‘traditional’ factors (grants, infrastructure, 
airport, access to markets, quality of life) than it is to a lasting ‘creative milieu’ 
(Wong et al., 2005; Yun, 2008). 
These critiques are not so different than those seen in literature looking at many 
other cities. What is certainly unique is Singapore’s complicated ‘geography of the 
arts’ (Figure 13 on next page), in which the state interacts with the arts community 
through a web of various ministries, councils, committees and funding streams. In 
the diagram below, I illustrate how the Singaporean state (red circle at top) pushes 




‘MCCY’ (Communication, Culture, and Youth), further downward to the National 
Arts Council or Media Development Authority, and then, finally, reaching individual 
artists and arts-spaces. Structures such as the Censorship Review Committee (CRC) 
sometimes interpret these policies on their way down, and also interpret art and 
media as it is created on the ground. Such a web looks complicated: critical 
literature indicates that indeed it may be self-defeating.  
 
Figure 13: The geography of the arts in Singapore (author’s diagram). 
 
Kong (2012) bemoaned this top-down structure, suggesting that there is a lack of 
an indigenous ‘artistic habitus’ in Singapore, which she implies can only grow if 
cultural events in Singapore are allowed to evolve organically and are programmed 
to satisfy local tastes. Lim (2012) argued that because the programmes of the 
Singapore Arts Festival from 2000 to 2008 were deliberately chosen to appeal more 
to an international audience in a bid to raise Singapore’s international profile, they 
have failed to gain as much traction among local groups as might be the case, 
echoing Chang and Huang’s (2009) critique over the prioritisation of ‘global’ over 
‘local’.  
 
Chang and Mahadevan (2014) used ‘contingent valuation’ (CV) to appraise just how 






































‘willingness to pay’ (WTP) for different arts events, thus linking concretely (and 
quantitatively), policy and impacts. They concluded that Singapore’s heavy 
investment in arts infrastructure and manifestations of such infrastructure in re-
occurring festivals such as the Biennale are ‘fads’ and ‘fetish’ but contain the 
possibility to become ‘fixtures’ (such as Edinburgh’s Fringe Festival) with organic 
sustainability. This can only occur, however, if they are allowed to grow and develop 
in a bottom-up (rather than wholly top-down fashion) – something the authors 
argue is not currently the case.  
 
Singapore has attempted to ‘fast track’ its mutation into a cultural city, ignoring the 
warnings of Jamie Peck (2005, 2007) and Eugene McCann (2008), who argued that 
such ‘fast’ policies are neoliberalisms, which are assembled in ways that increase 
inequality and, as Evans (2006, 2009) warns, may be an unsustainable ‘panacea’ 
that do not offer lasting employment or economic growth at all. This comes as 
authors such as Comunian (2010:1174) proposed that ‘there are no fast track 
solutions in the development of creative cities’, and Pratt (2008:35) cautions that, 
‘… a creative city cannot be founded like a cathedral in the desert: it needs to be 
linked to and be part of an existing-cultural environment ... we need to appreciate 
complex interdependencies and not simply use one to exploit the other’. 
  
In terms of a Singaporean consensus on the long-term impacts, sustainability, and 
contestations related to ‘creative city’ initiatives, the jury is not yet ‘out’. Questions 
of sustainability and precariousness remain, as well as somewhat oblique 
expressions of doubt that Singapore’s uniquely tightly-managed and growth-driven 
state power structure can create the necessary conditions for a truly open, 
innovative, and expressive environment. The fear of failure ‘haunts’ policy making 
in Singapore (Chua, 2011), and yet there is a poorly understood conception of what 
policy failure means there.  
Failed or not, Singapore’s ‘cultural turn’ has had impacts, soft and hard. Buildings 
have been built, theatres funded, and artwork created. Singapore’s population has 
been exposed to the arts and, while the arts still may not resonate with ‘everyone, 
everyday’, as the policies intend, a closely-knit community of art-lovers, art-critics, 




If the jury remains ‘out’ on Singapore’s ability to turn itself into a ‘Global City for 
the Arts’, one thing is much more clear: 25 years of arts policy has seen the birth, 
growth, and now maturity of a generation of creative, critical minds in the city-
state. The combination of a critical, artistic community and the emergent activism 
(and wider socio-cultural battle) have given rise to a new, complex, and constantly 
shifting landscape of cultural activism in Singapore: the cultural city is contested. 
 
5.6 Cultural Activism in Singapore: The ‘Seething 
Forces’ Unleashed  
  
‘…The regimented city-state does a masterful job dissuading would-be 
activists’ (Kirsten Han, from thediplomat.com, 3 October, 2014 [Last accessed 
Oct, 2015]). 




Figure 14: The divisive cultural turn? (author’s photo, taken in February, 2013). 
 
Activism in the city-state has a long history; indeed, the nation’s independence 
from Britain was partially born from activism and the ‘Merdeka!’ (independence) 
movement, which was sweeping both Singapore and the Malay Peninsula in the 




had a fraught relationship with the state, which has prioritised harmony and 
stability (at times, over human and civil rights) as necessary for economic growth 
and nation-building.  
Several current activist movements on the ground are challenging the status quo in 
Singapore, and artists and the cultural community are front and centre to such 
movements. These movements range from anti-PAP (Peoples’ Action Party) 
protests to environmental and conservation movements to broader human rights 
protests, parallel at times across space and time, and at other times, separate and 
unique. For instance, a fight to save an historic cemetery, an effort to preserve the 
last operating dragon kiln, gay pride, anti-rape rallies, better conditions for migrant 
workers all take place, sometimes on the same day, at the same time, at the same 
place (such as ‘Speakers’ Corner’ – Hong Lim Park), together by circumstance, if not 
by choice. However, Singapore’s restrictions on protest and some forms of open 
criticism require a more nuanced appreciation of what constitutes state, what 
constitutes society, and what (and in what ways) resistances and contestations 
manifest and express themselves. 
Activism in Singapore is often underground, rather than in the street or public 
forum, performed through private meetups in private settings such as art galleries 
or university classrooms, carried on the internet, or through the speeches and 
writings of dissidents who have either been voluntarily or forcibly exiled. Indeed, a 
number of left-wing political dissidents were expelled in Singapore’s formative 
years, and remain connected to issues in the city-state from afar. Meanwhile, 
grassroots activist groups often exist in a state of financial precariousness, moving 
from one temporary office to another.  
In some cases, activists are given special protections and privileges because of their 
relative seniority – elite intellectuals, writers, and academics have a (somewhat) 
larger platform for critical views. One example of this is the author Catherine Lim, 
herself of the Straits-Chinese elite but a long-time critic of Lee Kuan Yew and the 
People’s Action Party. Lim (1994) wrote a stringent critique of the ruling party in 
The Straits Times, in which she accused the party of instigating a ‘great affective 
divide’ between the people of Singapore and ruling elite. Lim faced threats from 
the government and also faced a popular backlash for her perceived disrespect of 




tenured academics in senior positions at the NUS and within the Lee Kuan Yew 
School of Public Policy have used their platform for occasional critical views of state 
policy and practice. Some are even currently involved in oppositional political 
movements. But even these senior academics, writers, and public intellectuals 
rarely push far beyond the ‘out of bounds’ markers – academics who have been too 
critical have been prevented from entering the city-state; have lost tenure, and 
have even faced prosecution (evidenced through personal conversations and thesis 
research interviews).  
Crucially, activism is not only the domain of leftist or ‘radical’ forces: there have 
been sweeping right-wing activist movements as well. One of the most stirring 
examples is what has become known as the ‘AWARE saga’ (see Chong, 2012), when 
a Christian right-wing group temporarily took control of the ‘Association of Women 
for Action and Research’, a left-leaning civil society group. This grassroots coup 
d’état was an explosive episode that nastily exposed many of Singapore’s civil-
society divisions, including LGBTQ rights (conservative activists had accused the 
group of being pro-lesbian, and thus, immoral). The civil-society cultural standoff 
between left-wing progressive groups and right-wing (religious) groups has 
continued in various forms, and LGBTQ rights have emerged as a central focus, 
exemplified in the annual ‘Pink Dot’ (gay rights) rally in Hong Lim Park and the 
corresponding ‘Wear White’ campaign of the Christian/conservative right.  
The question of what is radical and radicalism in Singapore is a compelling one, 
where currents of autocratic managerial governance mix with liberalism and an 
enlightened, well- (and often Western-) educated intellectual elite. Certainly the 
revolutionary radicalism of Lefebvre’s Paris of 1968, or even those with placards 
and megaphones in Wall Street of 2008, is not (materially) visible on Singapore’s 
manicured lawns and streets. In fact, streets are a no-go zone for public dissent 
(such a protest, blocking a street or public square, would quickly be dispersed by 
Singapore’s well-trained and methodical riot police.) 
And yet, new forms of radicalism and activism bubble to the surface in ways that 
are reminiscent of processes and examples elsewhere and also uniquely local. The 
digital realm becomes a hotbed, a sort of Singaporean online commune, and 
Facebook and Twitter are most definitely occupied (see Liew and Pang, 2015, for 




not a well-explored topic, though the issue has been investigated by Singaporean-
based researchers such as Chua (2007), Rae (2011), Tan (2013), and Goh (2014).  
Tan (2013) outlined how the theatre in Singapore has, historically (and in the minds 
of the government), been aligned with the working classes, Chinese ideology, and 
the left, and has therefore throughout Singapore’s brief history aroused suspicion 
and even arrests. At the height of Singapore’s early radical theatre – the 1970s – 
(when theatre groups under Kuo Pao Kun’s ‘Practice Performing Arts School’ 
flourished), the government, 
‘… aware of how theatre had become a handmaiden to communist ideology 
in mainland China, regarded Singapore theatre that featured working class 
concerns as having the potential to undermine the security of the state’ 
(Tan, 2013:201). 
 
During the late 1970s and 1980s there were several episodes of government 
persecution of theatre companies and those related to performing arts. Kuo, the 
theatre director (widely lauded now as the father of modern Singaporean theatre), 
and his wife Goh Lay Kuan (known colloquially as the ‘red ballerina’) were arrested 
and made to perform televised confessions.  
Tan (2013) probed the paradoxical case of forum theatre as it evolved from a 
radical, Marxist-inspired form of performance in the 1980s, through the ensuing 
ban on the art form and then reinstatement more recently as a state-sponsored 
(de-radicalised?) form to engage the community. Tan asked whether there can be 
‘… a transformative political practice that is both critical and efficacious?’ 
(2013:193). Thus, he (ibid) illustrated that forum theatre offers such a dichotomy, 
constantly shifting. Forum theatre can present the community with ‘… alternative 
realms of possibility, firmly grounded in the materiality of the present and a system 
of seemingly necessary relations’ (Tan, 2013:194). This very process of opening up 
many possibilities and spaces to think about solutions for personal, social, and even 
political change is not ‘coercive, totalizing, dogmatic or mechanical’ (ibid).  
In April, 1993, Alvin Tan, founder and artistic director of ‘The Necessary Stage’ (TNS) 
theatre company and its resident playwright, Haresh Sharma, attended the 
‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ workshop in New York City (held at the Brecht Forum), 
led by radical Brazilian Agosto Boal. Some four months later, TNS staged two forum 




themes of racial discrimination and ‘male chauvinism’ (Tan, 2013:196). The plays 
were staged at The Substation‘s black box theatre, which lends itself to interactive 
theatre. After a 1994 The Straits Times editorial published a critical editorial about 
the forum theatre training workshop in New York and its Marxist leanings, the 
National Arts Council (NAC) needed to reconsider its funding of the art form itself. 
This occurred in a context what Tan called Singapore’s ‘culture of excess’ 
(2013:201), in which words or concepts such as ‘Marxism’ or the perceived vulgarity 
of performance art carry anxieties and fears in Singaporean society.  
Yet after a decade of being banned, the practice was reinstated and a leading 
theatre company (TNS) was given space in a large state-owned complex. This 
reinstatement has presented forum theatre both the inevitability of being used, co-
opted for state aims, but also the possibility to remain (in some form), radical, 
challenging, and even subtly subversive, while it ‘… mimics the language of 
economic development parroted daily by the country’s leading politicians’ (Tan, 
2013:208). More broadly, and importantly, the reinstatement of forum theatre 
represents the way in which the arts have been placed under Singapore’s 
‘Renaissance City’ push, and how that ‘Renaissance City’ precariously finds itself 
operating within a system with significant limits on radical activity, a society where 
the economy – not the arts – still comes first (Tan, 2013:211).  
Sociologist Goh is one of the prolific voices within the city-state who has looked at 
the contested and activist (artivist) landscape. Goh (2014) explored how 
Singapore’s cultural (and historical) commons have been appropriated and 
commodified by the state, and then subverted by performance art, as part of the 
‘Biennale’ Festival. Goh used the example of the ‘official’ heritage walking tours 
that were intended for visitors to the Biennale, which took participants past 
buildings and sites of ‘national interest’. These were places such as Chinatown, the 
Raffles Hotel, and historical colonial-era administration buildings.  
A performance artist named Amanda Heng sought to have her audience ‘get lost in 
the city’, in the tradition of Benjamin (1984), and, in doing so, to disrupt the official 
heritage walk by ‘walking backwards’ (literally), a mini act of subversion that, 
whether intended as resistance or not, ‘successfully disrupted and subverted the 




off-piste: walking backward, she was barefoot and held a high-heeled shoe in her 
mouth, while encouraging participants to do the same. As Goh explained,  
‘… She drooled … long strands of saliva dripping from the high-heeled shoe 
sticking out of her mouth. The participants could not keep up. Most were 
frustrated by the insecurity of walking backwards and the discomfort of 
drooling and walking barefoot on hot pavements and the harassment of 
staring onlookers. A few fell out of the strange procession and left’ (2014: 
25). 
 
In such a disorientating and disruptive activity, Heng successfully (Goh argued) 
called into question the urban horizons of the global city, and thus ‘memories are 
re-orientated toward the new possibilities of spatial production reclaiming the city 
for its pedestrian citizens’ (2014:26). 
Importantly, though, when provoked, the artist herself did not state that she had a 
clear aim to provoke such a questioning or re-orienting, but, rather, that ‘… she was 
not making a specific statement … that the walk was her way of reflecting on the 
issues she was currently thinking about and helped her to visualize the issues before 
she could say something about them’ (Goh, 2014:25). This statement represents a 
disconnect between impact (that of disruption, or subverting using art) and aim – 
which in Heng’s case is not entirely straightforward. This disconnect – and the 
complexities of Singaporean state-arts relations as a mutually-reflexive negotiation 












5.6.1 Mobilizing Gay Singapore: Situating Gay Rights within 




Figure 15: ‘Pink Dot’ LGBT rally, Hong Lim Park, 2015 (from ‘Pink Dot SG’ Facebook group public 
page, June, 2015). 
 
One of the most trenchant problems in the global literature and policy on cultural 
cities is the situating of gay identity and gay rights as both cultural tool and a cultural 
barrier. In the literature reivew (Chapter 2) I discussed Florida’s use of the ‘gay 
index’ (2002) as a measure of the ‘tolerance’ of a place, a (so-envisioned) necessary 
pre-condition for the creative economy. Though troubling from a scientific 
perspective, this positive assumption about the linkages between gay tolerance and 
economic growth also raises questions in contexts such as Singapore, which have 
different conditions, legal and political views, and attitudes on gay rights than the 
West. Notably, sodomy remains illegal, according to Singaporean Penal Code 
Section 377A, and although this law is seldomly enforced, there are other areas 
where LGBT rights face suppression. ‘Pride’, for example, is not officially 
sanctioned; media with LGBT characters and themes are censored and sometimes 
banned, and the social housing (HDB) allocation process makes it difficult to 
impossible for same-sex couples to live together (married heterosexual couples are 
prioritised). However, in other ways, Singapore has been a leader within Asia on 




regularly attracts thousands, and foreign corporations bring with them their more 
open diversity policies. This combination of repression and openness presents 
something of an awkward paradox for the city-state. Thus, gay rights and gay 
identity in Singapore has emerged as one of the most pressing socio-cultural issues 
of the present day, as the ‘global’ city-state plays a balancing act between liberal 
and cosmopolitan approaches and more conservative, traditional perspectives. The 
state often plays a complex mediatatory role between these opposing outlooks, 
and artists likewise play an important role in negotiating this contradictory space.  
Gay activism is not necessarily artistic, nor is there a ‘natural’ linkage between art-
led activism and gay identity. However, because ‘gay’ has been used as a 
methodological tool in ‘creative city’ policy; because gays often – and historically – 
have found allies in, and identifed with, the arts community; and because of 
Singapore’s tightly-networked and small space of activism, gay activism is 
intrisically linked with wider cultural activism in Singapore. Furthermore, art, and 
artistic approaches, are one of the tactics employed by gay activists to advance the 
movement whilst staying within the boundaries of authoritarian restrictions. This 
appraoch is exemplified in events such as ‘Pink Dot’, the annual gathering and rally 
in Hong Lim Park that is Singapore’s version of gay pride and has been growing in 
popularity and size over the past several years (see Figure 15, previous page). 
Though ‘Pink Dot’ is not an ‘arts’ event per se, artists often give speeches and artist-
activists gravitate toward ‘Pink Dot’ for what it represents as one of Singapore’s 
largest and most visible annual gatherings of nonconformity and alternative 
lifestyles. The rise of gay activism in Singapore parallels and is in many ways a proxy 
for the rise of broader activism.  
Lynette Chua (2014:5) explored the ‘pragmatic resistance’ of gay activists in 
Singapore, suggesting that ‘… under such authoritarian conditions, gay activists in 
Singapore learn to be creative as they find alternative ways to advance their 
movement while ensuring its survival … they often do not deploy strategies and 
tactics familiar to activists in liberal democracies … especially street democracies’. 
My thesis builds upon Chua’s exploration of gay activism by looking more 
specifically at how gay movements have linked with artistic movements using – and 




Tan (2003) explored the then-emerging relationship between creative talent, the 
‘new economy’, the sexualisation of the public sphere. He provides an overview of 
the government’s 2003 campaign, which was called ‘Life, Love and Relationships’, 
and describes the state’s efforts to link ‘sex’ with ‘cool and creativity’. Tan writes 
that ‘cosmopolitan Singaporeans, foreign investors, global talent and tourists must 
begin to feel that Singapore is a sexy, funky and a cool place in which to live, work, 
play and visit’ (2003:418). Therefore gays within society – and within the ‘cultural 
turn’ – are left in an unclear position, both a part of the ‘cool and creative’ 
environment, yet not part of the pro-creation (‘sex’) element nor government 
efforts to raise Singapore’s low birth-rate (one of the city-state’s pressing 
demographic challenges). This dichotomy can, and has, sometimes led to awkward 
outcomes: Lee and Lim (2001) noted, and criticised, (then recent) government 
policy that encouraged (foreign) gay commercial talent and relaxed bans on openly 
gay public servants. They (ibid) dismissed these moves not as true liberalisation but 
as Wayang – gestural politics – designed not to humanise gays but as a political 
strategy to reinforce the ruling party (by decreasing the risk that the party is 
challenged or undermined) (Leo and Lim, 2001:159). ‘Homosexuality’, in their view, 
is little more than a policy medium, a view furthered by Gibson and Kong (2005) 
who criticised the government for exploiting the ‘dangerous politics’ of 
homosexuality.  
However, Yue (2007) has criticised these theorists for relying on the comparative 
frame of Western gay rights and a lack of ‘on the ground’ engagement with the 
local LGBT movement in their critiques. Yue (2007:368) accused these critiques of 
being ‘complicit’ in their ‘gestural use of sex and sexuality’, and suggested that a 
top-down approach to policy critique is not sufficient to map the geographies of 
the complicated web of gay-activist networks in Singapore’s context. My thesis is 
thus an attempt to provide a more bottom-up, grounded, nuanced critique of 
cultural policy by focusing on the inter-scalar and relational nature of gay-cultural-






5.7 The ‘Arts Generation:’ Critical By-products of the 
‘Global City for the Arts’ 
 
Taking account of these inherent cultural contradictions and the potential 
disconnect between (cultural policy) aims and impacts, I now introduce one of the 
most cohesive cohorts (that I found to be) involved in ‘cultural activism’ in 
Singapore: a special group of artists, policy-makers, activists, academics, and 
professionals who came of age during an era where the city-state was undergoing 
the early (and formative) stages of its ‘cultural turn’ (1980s and 1990s), and 
therefore, are both highly impacted by arts/cultural policies and have been 
instrumental in shaping and delivering them. Hereby enters the ‘arts generation’: 
the empirical protagonists of my thesis and the leading players in Singapore’s 
current cultural turning point. These are the children of the ‘pioneer generation’, 
born and matured after Singapore’s independence.  
But what role does this ‘arts generation’ play in advancing social justice in an 
increasingly unequal (and, in many ways, unjust) city-state? Has the state, in 
spawning and nurturing a generation of art-activists, given birth to something it can 
no longer control? Herein again emerges the central question of this thesis: what 
‘seething forces’ have been unleashed by Singapore’s cultural turn, and how do 
these forces produce and use urban space?  
Also emerging is one of Singapore’s cultural paradoxes: A generation enlivened and 
enriched by the city-state’s ‘cultural turn’ from the 1980s-present has now come of 
age in positions of power and influence and is ready to take over the mantle of 
leadership in the world’s wealthiest nation. At the same time as this generation 
enters the halls of power, there are whispers of dissatisfaction. Research interviews 
revealed a certain weariness with the status quo and optimism about changes in 
Singapore are peppered with a sort of resignation, a realisation that things cannot 
and will not change dramatically. This is a complex generation, known around the 
world as ‘Generation X’, and immortalised in film (such as ‘Reality Bites’) and 
popular imagination for its angst, creativity, rejection of Reagan and Thatcher-era 
mores and traditions and social liberalism. Yet in Singapore, this is also a generation 
that carries a heavy burden and feels as tied to the past and to the strict traditions 




‘The arts generation’ was young when policy first began to shift toward the arts in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, but were the first beneficiaries of these policies and 
some of the first artists, actors, designers, and directors to come of age in 
Singapore. This generation took advantage of the new arts curriculum in schools, 
the new arts schools and university courses and degrees, and also the new 
spaces/places set aside for the arts (such as arts housing and galleries). ‘The arts 
generation’ comprised founding members (and early members) of some of 
Singapore’s first small theatre companies and art collectives (such as TNS, the Third 
Stage, Wild Rice, and the art commune ‘The Artists Village’ or ‘TAV’).  
Today, ‘the arts generation’ are entering middle-age, and thus are increasingly seen 
as senior voices in the city-state. Many have moved into positions of power and 
influence in government, policy, the university, or at successful levels of their 
artistic careers. Some from this generation wear a suit and help craft arts policy as 
government employees, others sit at home in tiny studios and produce things to 
display, sell, watch, or hear. Some from this generation are activists only 
tangentially connected to the arts, though still closely connected (through personal 
relationships) to the arts community. Some of this cohort live outside of Singapore, 
but many have at one time in their lives lived or studied abroad (particularly in the 
United Kingdom, United States, or Australia).  
‘The arts generation’ comes with powerful tools: positions of power or influence, 
the ability to merge activism and art, and a well-connected, confident voice and 





Figure 16: Ms. Janice Koh (actress), nominated MP for the Arts (May, 2014, in front of Parliament) 
(Source: Koh’s Public Facebook Page, 2014). 
 
Of the 32 interviews I conducted, more than half of the participants were in this 
age/cultural cohort, which is important for a number of reasons:  
Firstly, this cohort corresponds neatly with the ‘birth’ of the state-driven ‘Global 
City of the Arts’ policy drive, which began around the time of the Ong Teng Cheong 
Report of 19898. This seminal report laid out a road map for making Singapore a 
creative place but practically, it established such bodies as the National Arts Council 
and the National Heritage Trust. But there were many multipliers and long-term 
impacts of this report, including enhanced arts education in primary and secondary 
schools and vast amounts of state money spent on arts infrastructure. 
                                                          







Figure 17: The overlapping of cultural activist networks and causes in Singapore (author’s 
diagram). 
 
Time and time again during research interviews, the importance of this report and 
the years following (in the early and middle 1990s) were emphasised. Those in their 
30s and 40s would have either been in high school or around university-age during 
the time of this policy shift, and therefore were ripe for being ‘recipients’ of such 
policy. It was the stated aim of the Ong Teng Report (1989) to create a cultural city, 
but particularly for the younger and upcoming generation, a generation that has 
now reached maturity and in many ways is assuming the mantle of leadership in 
the city-state.  
The ‘arts generation’ interviews revealed a cohort that went to school in Singapore 
and then often studied the arts either at home or overseas (my interviews indicated 
that many went to London). Close personal connections were forged during their 
school and university years. For example, those studying in London together 
formed friendships there and stayed in touch both with their Singaporean and 
British friends from that period. Importantly, this generation was also exposed – 
roughly at the same time – to Western culture. The London of the early and middle 




would have fundamentally shaped the worldview of this Singaporean cohort, most 
of whom have since returned home.  
There are other ways that this cohort shares characteristics. It is mostly English 
speaking, ethnically - Chinese (rather than Malay or Indian) though there were a 
few exceptions. Combined with an elite education (NUS as well as places such as 
University College London, Australian National University, and a plethora of global 
arts and performance schools), this group largely reflects the makeup of the elite 
of Singapore (English-educated, Western-trained, ethnic Chinese).  
However, the cohort has also diverged in many ways. Some members have become 
small-scale artists, some consider themselves activists, others have gone into fairly 
senior roles in the state-policy apparatus and now lead strategy and funding 
decisions at organizations such as the National Arts Council (NAC) and the Ministry 
of Culture, Community and Youth (MCCY). Others have become academics, 
sometimes maintaining artistic pursuits on the side. Some have become widely-
known Island arts celebrities who even garner international recognition, while 
others operate small studios out of their homes and seem to lead a more 
precarious, ad-hoc existence.  
Still, despite these divergent paths, the group share an undercurrent of social 
awareness and a certain desire to see Singapore transition into a more socially and 
spatially just place. Some have made this aim part of their daily life and their career 
(the activists, for example) while others yearn more passively, or express their 





Figure 18: The ‘arts generation cohort’ of like-minded cultural activists in Singapore (author’s 
diagram). 
 
The arts generation comprises the key players/leading protagonists in all of the 
following empirical chapters, and it is this interconnected group of mainly 30- and 
40-somethings who form the backbone of cultural activism in the city-state (Figure 
18 above). They are often friends, but if not, they are familiar with one another. 
This is not an exhaustive list, but some of the key facets of this ‘generation’ are 
shown above. 
 
5.8 The Following Empirical Chapters: A Taxonomy of 
Cultural Space and Place (Indoors, Outdoors, and 
Digital)  
 
 Cultural activism in the city-state takes a number of forms but is grouped herein 
within and across three types of space, each of which are represented as empirical 
chapters: the material space of buildings and the built environment; the outdoor 
space of parks, streets, quadrangles, and the cemetery; and the immaterial space 




The empirical chapters following (6, 7, and 8) are broken down according to: 6) 
indoor spaces of cultural activism, 7) outdoor spaces of cultural activism, and 8) 
digital spaces of cultural activism. This landscape of inter-scalar activism is brought 
to life through interweaving vignettes of scale, place, persons, and process, keeping 
in mind the strategic-relational framing of socio-spatial relations.  
These spatial forms, scales, and layers, were chosen based on three theoretical 
justifications: The first is Lefebvre’s (1974) theories on the production of space and 
place, in terms of practiced, lived, and perceived space as a frame to understand 
socio-spatial and power relations (see thesis Section 2.3.1). Art was critical to 
Lefebvre’s theory, as it likewise is to my thesis. These spatial delineations are also 
highlighted for their potential to show how policies lead to contestation and 
friction, can be subverted, and can fail. Policy becomes performative in a micro, 
meso and macro sense, and therefore it is necessary to ‘scale down’ to the level of 
the indoor room and ‘scale up’ to the planetary reach of cyberspace (playing upon 
the way Merrifield, 2013, interprets Lefebvre).  
 
Figure 19: Relevant cultural sites in city-centre Singapore (author’s map, 2015).  
 
The second justification for the 3-tiered spatial/scalar delineation of the empirical 




should be used to explore institutions such as the state or the city, by considering 
the self-reflexive socio-spatial relations across different scales at different times, 
both in the built and immaterial urban environments.  
At these various spatial scales and forms, the complicated relationships and 
networks in the landscape of the critical arts and cultural activism are displayed. In 
each site there is a mix of social class and ethnicity; each site is a space of possible 
tension, surprise, and spontaneity. Tsing (2004:206) suggested that case study sites 
cannot simply be ‘spaces in which travelling theories are realized in some 
frictionless sense’, but rather, ‘… identified with a view to troubling theory, placing 
stress on its basic premises and foundational claims, while exploiting the potential 
of ethnographic accounts to disturb received understandings and conventional 
wisdom’ (see also Pollitt, 1990; Mosse, 2004).  
The third justification for the division of indoor, outdoor, and digital space stems 
from the ongoing debate on the importance of the built vs the digital realms, for 
urban social movements and transformative activism (Mitchell, 1995, 2014; 
Merrifield, 2013). By separating ‘digital’ from indoor and outdoor space – the 
differences in the sort of relations and encounters that occur on the city street, 
within a private room, and on the internet – are highlighted and drawn out.  
Of course, socio-spatial encounters can occur simultaneously inside, outside and 
online: picture someone Facebook Messaging from their home with someone who 
is sitting in the park. In this instance, all three spatial scales occur and interconnect 
at the same time. Yet, each ‘place’ is somewhat different, opening up different, 










6. Cultural Activism Inside: The Role (and 
Limitations) of Buildings  
 
‘…So [Lee Kuan Yew], right from the start was obsessed with space. …there 
was a period of physically enlarging the space through land reclamation. 
But there’s a limit, you know’ (Interview, Singaporean writer and 
intellectual, November, 2012). 
 
There are a number of critical, independent (and quasi-independent) indoor spaces 
in Singapore that form openings, or ‘spaces of hope’, within and against the tightly-
controlled power structure. Those spaces within material walls will form the basis 
of this chapter: this empirical chapter will be a ‘cut’ through the surprising 
networks, coalitions, and alliances that compromise the ‘indoor’ geographies of 
cultural activism in Singapore, focusing on how these spaces produce, and are 
produced by, cultural activist networks. Specifically, I look at theatre space, gallery 
space, the university (‘academy’), and the National Library, focusing on the 
intersecting and overlapping networks, and some of the tensions in and across 
these spaces. Indoor spaces play host to these overlapping and (sometimes allied, 
sometimes adversarial) social and cultural elements.  
 It must be noted that owing to the small physical size of Singapore and the 
particular role the state plays as landlord and owner of the majority of land and 
property, the term ‘independent space’ must be revisited. The tensions within and 
across these spaces will be revealed, as well as the possibilities and limitations, 
degree of being opened and or closed to activism, that exists within four walls. 
Broadly, these spaces contain unique possibilities but are also contained and in 
many ways isolated from society at large and, in such enclosure, lack the scale, 
influence, or visibility needed to force change. They are breeding grounds for 
cultural activism, but not where the important battles are waged.  
I argue in this chapter that indoor cultural activism plays a particular role in 
Singapore, and that being in the confines of indoor spaces allows an intimate, 
tightly-bonded type of cultural-activist encounter to occur, with corresponding 
limitations and restrictions: what happens indoors tends to stay indoors. Specific 
examples will be highlighted in terms of a few different types of artistic indoor 




university (Yale/NUS and the Lee Kuan Yew School), the artivism occurring in a 
private art gallery/studio (a fringe painter), and finally, the possibilities and 
limitations of the National Library, a large building hosting a multitude of events 
and gatherings. Each of these spaces comes with unique advantages and limitations 
in terms of their ability to induce and foster debate and critical expression.  
Finally, these indoor spaces should be envisioned as crucial nodes within broader 
networks and ideological battles, able to function only because of their relation to 
outdoor and online activism but ineffective on their own. The indoor spaces help 
to shape the digital realm, and vice versa. Encounters happen indoors and digitally, 
simultaneously (as in someone live ‘Tweeting’ an event). But ultimately, buildings 
carry crucial importance as sites of social interaction that cannot occur anywhere 
else.  
 
6.1 The Role of the Theatre Space: Radical 
Possibilities, or State Control? 
 
‘... So what is resistance then? Resistance can mean that you sleep with the 
enemy! And know intimately the nature of the orifice! And you know, play 
the game. Which we do. Which, some academics say, it’s very dangerous, 
what we do! Because it becomes a kind of nepotism, because they say it’s 
who you know – and how you – it become exclusive’ (interview with 
Singaporean theatre director, February, 2013).  
 
The Singaporean theatre has long played an important role in cultural activism, 
because it allows a stage for critical expression that can occur under the guise of 
the theatrical arts. Thietheatre’s role has not always come without controversy, as 
recent censorship and even the banning of plays demonstrates. Still, Singapore’s 
grassroots theatre groups such as Wild Rice, The Third Stage, and TNS – all of whom 
operate on skeleton budgets with only small amounts of state support – have 
survived both financial precariousness and the continually shifting boundaries of 
what, and what is not, acceptable to authorities. The long-term survival of these 
theatre troupes demonstrates the protections and emancipatory potential offered 
by small-scale theatre spaces. This resilience and tenacity also reflects not only 




agendas. There is also a constant tension between the artistic criticality of the 
theatre and the pitfalls of pushing too hard against the ‘out of bounds’.  
One of Singapore’s theatre directors explained this tension to me in a semi-
structured interview in February, 2013, describing how the goal is to explore 
difficult and controversial issues without pushing too far, reflecting upon the late 
1980s, when a number of left-wing Singaporeans were detained as part of a 
crackdown on a perceived ‘Marxist conspiracy’: 
‘… because if you are too radical, then you can be you know like, in the past 
like detained and all that. And then that whole culture of fear … And maybe 
since the detention of my – of the people, of artists, for me I decided I don’t 
want – I want still to do challenging works, but I don’t want – to be, I don’t 
want to get caught and then um, suffer the consequences and then close 
down.   
 
‘I am looking at how to bring up those [critical] questions, and how to use 
the environment to actually be creative about putting things out there that 
otherwise would be banned, or would be suppressed. So we have put out a 
lot of plays that deal with sensitive issues, like paedophilia, broken families, 
death penalty, because an Indian woman was caught taking drugs, taking 
marijuana to alleviate her pain, because she has bone cancer’ (interview 
with theatre director, February, 2013).  
 
 
One of the reasons that theatre is given the opportunity to interrogate some of 
these controversial themes is the very isolated nature of the theatre – always the 
domain of a select ‘theatregoing’ few, rarely capable of connecting with the masses 
of the ‘heartland’. This reality is probably true in any city: those that fill the seats of 
the small, independent theatre tend to be the usual suspects, already well-known 
to one another. But this is especially true in Singapore: whereas the Broadway and 
West-End shows in the ‘Theatres by the Bay’ cater to the (affluent) masses, the 
cloistered black-box performances of smaller theatre companies rarely connect 
with the general public. It is this isolation, to a large degree, that makes the 
exploratory possibilities and (relative) freedom of the Singaporean possible: 
‘… In the arts, they actually allow the staging of plays that criticize the 
government – I went to one and thought ooh, my god! Are you sure you’ve 
gotten through the censors, you know, making fun of what the PAP 
represents? Pimps and prostitutes!  
But the government is very clever. Because it is isolated. It is limited, 




festivals. The literary festival. Film festivals. After that, people go away’ 
(interview, Singaporean writer and public intellectual, November, 2012).  
 
The small-scale theatre director also noted this complexity, and admitted to 
backing down, to engaging in the complex negotiation process and giving small 
gestures and sacrifices that allow him and his company to stay alive and relevant 
(resilience?). To go too far, to be too loud a critical voice, would make him 
unemployable and irrelevant, he argued to me, having experienced the detentions 
and deportation of several of his colleagues. When asked whether or not he 
considered himself associated with the word ‘resistance’, the director seemed, 
paradoxically, to both embrace it and reject it: 
‘…The early days? I used that quite a lot. Co-option and resistance. Yea. You 
become – that rich, you don’t resist! Goes the famous saying.  
Because resistance means that – dominant, opposition paradigm – yea. 
That’s why I use it less. Because, like with the [state arts funding] – you 
know, there are times that we are allies –and like they give arts housing 
scheme and I praise them sky high! But only to earn brownie points to 
criticize them when they police the arts! 
So they know that I’m being fair. So be generous when they are doing the 
right thing, yea?’ (interview, theatre director, January, 2013). 
 
Perhaps this third way is indicative of a new modernism, something different, or 
what Roy (2009:820) proposed might be an ‘alternative modernity’ of a 21st-century 
(Asian, hybrid) metropolis: traditional artistic-resistance and critical creative 
expression take on a Singaporean, postmodern twist, incorporating strands of 
authoritarian complicity as well as more liberal critique: 
‘…So, it [resistance] becomes more post-modern. As in, there are 
contradictions – it’s no longer the flower-power, 60s, very clearly anti- 
establishment kind of politics, yea.  
So resistance – its slowly being replaced with, how do you appropriate and 
reclaim and you know, use it for your – use it in your … 
So what is resistance then? In this light? If you resist, which the other, old 
fashioned artists do, then they just criticize and they are outside the 
structure. Then you are equally to blame, you know? Because you don’t 
want to collaborate and make changes within the establishment. Within the 





6.1.1 The Substation Theatre 
 
There are a number of small theatre spaces in Singapore where small-scale theatre 
companies operate, but The Substation is the most prominent and the most wide-
reaching in terms of its ability to bring together cultural activism networks. The 
Substation is located on Armenian Street at the base of Fort Canning Park and very 
much in the centre of Singapore’s ‘Arts and Civic District’ (see map following page, 
Figure 20). It is a theatre, rehearsal, meeting, and gallery space. Founded a 
generation ago by the pioneering Singaporean playwright Kuo Pau Kun, The 
Substation is one of the primary material sites where disparate groups (from 
theatre companies and dance companies to activist groups) can hire out spaces for 
low (subsidised) prices, in a (relatively) safe environment where they are able to 
express themselves (relatively) freely, critically or not. It must be noted, however, 
that like any organisation or space in Singapore that receives part of its funding 
from the state (in this case, the National Arts Council), users of the space must not 
step (too far) over the ‘out of bounds’ markers. Therefore, anti-government 
activities or any event, display, discussion, or forum seen to upset Singapore’s 
delicate political, racial, cultural, and religious order is generally restricted. 
Examples of recent events that have faced censorship or an outright ban include a 
public death penalty forum and a play that critically probed sexual abuse in the 
Catholic Church.  
Yet, for Singapore, this is a radical space for encounter. It brings together a wide 
range of fringe (and mainstream) groups indoors, using a variety of micro-spaces: a 
large black box theatre, a gallery space, and rehearsal spaces/studios upstairs, all 
located in a refurbished shop-house, which gives a characteristic vibe and 
atmosphere. The Substation’s versatility is deliberate: a space for other spaces, a 
space for all users, or, in the words of the creative director, a ‘renaissance space’ 





Figure 20: Location of The Substation theatre and arts/civic district in Singapore city-centre (from 
Google Maps, 2015). 
 
On any given day (including days of my field-site observations), a punk-band may 
be rehearsing in one room, an art display can be seen in the gallery, and a public 
activist forum or debate may be underway in the black box theatre, all at the same 
time. These unique groups are united through use of the space, if not by cause, 
mission, or social relationship. The Substation’s creative director appreciates the 
delicate role that The Substation plays as a space of critical possibility within the 
confines of the state. Above all, he explained the role of The Substation is a sort of 
all-encompassing home for not only the arts, but for other critical dialogues to take 
place: 
‘… So what role do we play: I think our role has always been unchanged 
since we were first founded 22 years ago –  
– and we have a diverse range of people and communities that work here, 
uh, from the skinhead, punk community to the DIY community, to – uh, 
experimental artists, artists who work on the periphery, marginal artists –– 
self-help groups, NGOs – to even the mainstream and traditional arts 
practitioners, artists, and art forms. So, um, we – this place has always been 
… if you talk about the ‘Renaissance City,’ we have always been a 
Renaissance Space …. 
…We are a space first and foremost in the sense that, we facilitate, we 
provide … spaces for incubation, for process, for creation, for dialogue, for 
learning, and, I think of late, maybe it’s also a space for “unlearning”’ 





Above all, the creative director explained the role of The Substation as a sort of all-
encompassing home for the arts, but more broadly, fringe and radical groups as 
well – all those in Singapore who may not have another home, another place to 
gather inside. It is a truly ‘renaissance’ space.  
As such, The Substation plays a far more important role in fostering art-activist 
encounters than a normal theatre space might in another city. It is a conventional 
theatre space in the sense that it has a regular programme of shows (plays, recitals, 
exhibitions, events). But it is also a focal point for all, or at least most, of the 
cultural-activism encounters that occur in Singapore. It is an anchoring ‘node’ in the 
city-state’s activist/artistic fabric. The Substation was mentioned in many (other) 
research interviews as one of, if not the only, building with the scale, scope, and 
freedom to enable the mixing and interaction of artistic, activist, and political 
groups under one roof. During my conversation with an activist painter, for 
example, I asked what indoor spaces there were in Singapore for artists, activists, 
and the broader community to come together? After a pause, he responded that, 
 
‘… Yeah, The Substation, because now [the creative director] is the director 
– and sometimes you see … the theatre plays, punk music next door, art is 




There is tension within the diverse use of the space, both in situations where the 
state’s ‘out of bounds’ markers are crossed and also within and amongst the various 
users of the space. This tension is one of the stated aims of the creative director. 
Out of this tension, and the flexible occupation of interior space, come cultural 
possibilities – and radical directions – that are unique in Singapore: 
 
‘Within that diversity [there are] opposites – many opposites – that coexist, 
and we welcome that tension, we nurture that tension. In the hope that 
there will be … cross-dialogue, cross cultural dialogues. … And it’s not a top-
down thing, it’s a bottom-up uh, phenomenon, we encourage a kind of 
confrontationist approach. So our role is really to ensure that this tension 
can continue to exist in Singapore’ (interview, Substation creative director, 
November, 2012). 
 
The spatial tension therefore unites in-situ those groups that may not normally 




of instigating new discussions and linkages. Several research interviews mentioned 
The Substation as the ‘meeting place’ where a certain idea was generated, a 
connection was made, or a friendship was formed. However, this tension is not 
always easily negotiated and mediated and can lead to awkward circumstances, as 
will be explained shortly.  
 
 
Figure 21: Graffiti/expression space at the Substation Theatre and Gallery Complex (Armenian 
Street, Singapore, taken November, 2012, by author). 
 
The Substation is immediately visible from the street owing to the graffiti on one of 
the white exposed walls – not a common site in Singapore. These graffiti invite the 
observer to come, have a closer look, and, on closer inspection, the building is 
plastered with advertisements for upcoming shows, events, talks, meetings, and 
festivals. The street art may not be random. It is officially sanctioned on the side of 
the building, but nonetheless, is a rare sight.  
That is not to say The Substation’s possibilities are limitless. Though it does have a 
large degree of autonomy, it must operate within state confines, which 
continuously expand and contract, maintaining a permanent sense of 
precariousness. The Substation may be, at best, a partially-opened ‘wormhole’, 
fostering a unique type of encounter but limited by its own roof and walls and the 
inelasticity of Singapore’s political-cultural arena. Neither its independence, nor its 
ability to cross certain boundaries as an ‘island of freedom’ (within Foucault’s, 1977, 





I attended an event at The Substation that represented the theatre-activist 
intersection, a ‘Save Bukit Brown’ open community forum, held in the Black Box 
space in March, 2013. I attended this event as a ‘participating observer’/ 
‘observational participant’ (Thrift, 1997).  
 
Figure 22: Graffiti in ‘allowed zone’ on the outside wall of the Substation, Singapore (research 
photo, taken by author, winter, 2012/2013). 
 
 
Figure 23: ‘Save Bukit Brown’ event held at the Substation Black Box Theatre (author’s photo, 




I sat on the collapsible bleachers and listened (and watched) as a broad coalition of 
activists – ranging from environmental activists to academics to heritage groups – 
gave presentations, asked for feedback from the crowd, and put various displays 
on the walls, on the floors, and on the projection screens. Hand-painted tiles from 
the cemetery were for sale, as were books and t-shirts. A British academic gave a 
presentation on the World War Two history of Bukit Brown as a battle site, and a 
Chinese poet recited a poem in Mandarin on the importance of Bukit Brown for 
Chinese history and culture. All of this activity might seem unlikely for a designated 
‘theatre’ space. But, as an ‘artivist’ space, The Substation plays many roles. The 
encounter of a broad network of disparate groups with a single shared affinity – 
that of a desire to ‘Save Bukit Brown’ (which is not an artistic affinity) – was made 
possible by the confines of an artistic space.  
It is not just an activism space by accident or as a by-product of circumstance: the 
theatre’s Facebook page showed that an issue of the theatre’s monthly publication 
is entitled the ‘Activism Issue’ (Summer, 2014).  
 
The Substation shared MessyMsxi's photo. 
1 min ·  
The talented MessyMsxi has created this powerful centrefold for our 
next ISSUE - The Activism ISSUE! Coming soon!! 
 
 
Thus, the theatre dimension of the use and occupation of The Substation is 
secondary in importance to its role as a physical gathering place that is away from 
the ‘state’ (though still falling within state boundaries). The diagram below (Figure 
24) is a representation I made of this particular role: the ‘official arts space’ overlaps 
and intersects with many different events, causes, and activities, only some of 





Figure 24: Cultural activism space overlaps (author’s diagram). 
 
The Substation also came up during a semi-structured conversation with a gay-
rights’ activist, who has a less-direct but tangential connection with the arts 
community. During the early days of Singapore gay activism, in the 1990s, when 
homosexuality was more openly persecuted and (police) raids were still carried out 
on gay men, The Substation offered a safe and neutral space for LGBTQ groups to 
gather (very much an island of freedom). In fact, it was the availability of space (in 
the rehearsal studios upstairs) within The Substation that allowed the group ‘People 
Like Us’ – one of Singapore’s early gay rights groups – to meet. The size of the 
meetings, sometimes in excess of 100 people, meant that meetings could not be 
held in a private home, and finding space for gay activity was difficult. The 
Substation offered such space: 
‘… At our peak at Substation, some meetings we would have [as many as] 
100 people, other times we would have 20, depending on the theme that 
you had – some themes appealed more to a bigger audience’ (interview, 
gay rights activist, November, 2012).  
 
That is not to say that The Substation is either completely free to do as it pleases, 




flexibility, and encouraging such cultural and artistic tension. The space is fraught 
with (financial) precariousness and always (seemingly) on the verge of bankruptcy, 
according to a number of interviews. Secondly, it (like all indoor spaces that are 
open to the public), must not go too far in its radical directions, or it could be closed 
down – something it has been threatened with in the past. An architect who I 
interviewed noted that he believes The Substation may face consequences for 
pushing ‘too far’: 
‘… The Substation, you can see, they are always on the verge of bankruptcy. 
It is because they have – bureaucrats believe they have – pushed the frontier 
too far. They have been seen by top civil servants as anti-government. They 
are just pro-art. Experimental art. But they are considered to be anti-
government. They get very little support from the government. They get 
some official support, official grants –but they operate under very difficult 
circumstances’ (interview, Singaporean architect, March, 2013).  
 
One example in particular of where The Substation may have pushed too far is an 
example of a death penalty forum that was scheduled to be held at The Substation 
a few years ago. While this was supposed to be a private, closed-door (anonymous) 
anti-death penalty forum, somehow news of its happening was leaked, resulting in 
a strong push back from government authorities. The Substation’s director 
summarised the turn of events: 
‘… This event was a closed door discussion on the death penalty. Right? And 
by closed door it means nobody – actually nobody – needs to know. And, 
unfortunately for us, because of the lapse in administration, we were not 
aware of it. We should be. So, after that phone call, in the morning, we 
started finding out and we received a lot of inquiries from the public! From 
schools, from media, from public, asking about this event! And we were so 
clueless. And the director from [National Arts Council] was uh, ‘cancel the 
event, or the Substation will be shut down immediately’ (interview, 
Substation director, November, 2012).  
 
As recently as 2013, plays continued to face censorship and have even been banned 
from being performed at The Substation. One example is the play ‘Stoma’, which 
covered religious and cultural themes. Here I return to the importance of 
race/ethnicity/religion in Singapore, and where the state weighs in on potential or 
perceived ‘threats’ to societal harmony. The spectre of past racial strife looms large, 




Thus, The Substation may be, at best, a partial ‘wormhole’ – a partly-open space. 
The precariousness of The Substation’s existence, without enough guaranteed state 
money to be sustainable, is reflected in the ongoing ‘crowdfunding’ campaign (via 
Facebook and other social media) to reach out to the Singaporean community for 
donations. Part of the transition from a state-driven arts infrastructure to a more 
grassroots structure is, in many ways, emancipatory – after all, not taking state-
money allows greater freedoms. But the very necessity of a crowdfunding 
campaign, rather than a constant stream of state support, shows that the existence 
of spaces such as The Substation are not inevitable: 
 
The Substation 
33 mins ·  
It's been 5 days since we launched our crowdfunding campaign to raise 
funds to repair The Substation Gallery. Thanks to 51 supporters, we've 
reached 50% of our target!  
Every cent that you pledge will go towards upgrading the gallery, 
making it a better space for Singapore artists to explore new artistic 
possibilities. 
 
Figure 25: The Substation’s Crowdfunding Campaign (Facebook) [last accessed October, 2015]. 
 
To summarise, spaces such as The Substation offer a number of radical possibilities 
as gathering spaces for ‘artivism’, rare in Singapore. However, even these spaces 
should not be conceptualised as ‘free’, or independent. They are limited, and face 
a precarious existence, continually relying on donations, government subsidies, and 
for-profit shows and events. As the creative director summarised: 
‘Independence today in Singapore means you still need government 
support. Unless you have an alternative source of support. And very few 
artists have that in Singapore.  
 
So – how do you function independently if you get government support? 
When the government support usually comes with a list of clear list of 
guidelines and cautions on behaviour – on the kind of works that you can or 
cannot do – uh, and so on, so forth. So, the censorship, and arts regulation 





6.2 The National Library: Public Building, 
Radical Possibilities?  
 
 
Figure 26: Flexible space? Advert for ‘open’ space at the National Library Building, Singapore 
(photo taken by author, January, 2013). 
 
The Singapore National Library is an iconic building, taking up a large slice of 
downtown Singapore near the Raffles Hotel in the heart of the Civic District (and 
within walking distance of The Substation). Though not ostensibly an ‘arts space’, 
the Library contains a variety of indoor spaces that are sometimes used for art 
events, including exhibitions, performances, plays, films, and displays. The lobby of 
the library contains a large open-aired ‘void deck’ that also hosts concerts, 
performances, and other events. This is a highly visible place, often filled with 
people, astride some of the most heavily-travelled central streets. I was drawn to 
the library as an indoor space of (radical?) possibility during my 
structured/unstructured field walks, and I was curious whether a state-controlled 
site could contain surprising uses – were there radical possibilities here, and did the 
arts play a part?  
On one of my visits to the National Library, a series of events were being staged as 
part of the ‘Singapore National Conversation’ – a year-long outreach and 




2011 general election. On the day of my visit to the Library, there was an 
interactive/participatory display set up in the open-aired lobby about Singapore’s 
future, where participants (including myself) could write ideas for Singapore’s 
future, and pin them to a board.  
Also happening was forum theatre, sponsored by the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public 
Policy and using actors from ‘The Third Stage’, a local theatre group. Herein was a 
visible example of the re-instatement of ‘forum theatre’ by the state, featured 
prominently before my eyes as part of a nation-building and future-visioning 
workshop. I sat in the audience and watched as actors and audience members acted 
out a variety of scenes and scenarios. In one play, a young man was deciding 
whether or not to leave Singapore during a time of national difficulty and make his 
money elsewhere; audience-actors reasoned out arguments for and against this. In 
another play, there was a water shortage: various solutions were weighed which 
included borrowing from Malaysia, and the steps taken to conserve water locally. 
During and after each ‘scene’, audience members were invited to ask questions and 
make comments, moderated by the actors. I stayed quiet, but watched and listened 
as a number of audience members weighed in, including a few (white) Westerners.  
Within the Library Building, in a black-box theatre on an upper floor, there was a 
short-film being shown that explored possible futures of Singapore, from utopian 
to dystopian. In one short film, a future was presented where Singaporeans live in 
a verdant and wholesome land, teenagers help old aunties across the street, and 
the air is clean to breathe. In another film shown, ‘future Singapore’ was polluted 





Figure 27: Forum Theatre event held at National Library as part of ‘Singapore’s National 
Conversation’ (author’s photo, taken January, 2013). 
 
Figure 28 Forum theatre at the National Library, ‘Singapore Conversation’ (author’s photo, taken 
January, 2013). 
  
I found the whole compilation to be an interesting, if slightly chilling display of 
governmentality and ‘culture as control’ (as Zukin, 2009 phrased it), whilst also 




for artistic dissent? What options did the actors have, and what power, to influence 
the discussion? How closely were People’s Action Party ideologues monitoring and 
controlling these events? The state-sponsored national visioning was at once 
complicit with state aims while also inviting critical questions.  
The Singaporean sociologist Chua Beng-Huat picked up on these difficult questions, 
and observed that: 
 
‘… Many of the bureaucrats … who have long operated under the illiberal 
regime, are still learning to negotiate their way through the new interest of 
the state in the arts and the disruption of the conventional by artistic work 
that the new interest necessarily unleashes. At the same time, practitioners 
in theatre and other arts have to deal with the new conditions of relative 
freedom, enabled by the state’s interest in appropriating their financial 
value. They have to decide when to compromise and when to stand firm, as 
well as when and how to expose the repressiveness of the state apparatus, 
hopefully without losing the battle to unwitting self-interest …’ (Chua, 
2004:322). 
 
Reading and interpreting this activity clearly shows the complexity of the 
combination of the arts, activism, and the state: each are involved with each other. 
In this case, actors were being paid by a state entity (albeit a centrist, or even left 
of centre one), the Lee Kuan Yew School. Still, I find it hard to reconcile that these 
actors were totally stripped of their ability to ask, or softly induce, tough or even 
controversial questions and responses. Nobody was going to be carried away in 
chains from the forum theatre I observed: a conversation, even a ‘National 
Conversation’, is always at least two-sided.  
I was also witnessing what working actors, and theatre companies, must do in 
Singapore to stay alive and remain resilient. In addition to the critical and more 
experimental works, they must sometimes engage with mainstream, state-directed 
activities such as the ‘National Conversation’. Still, I do not envision this as a 
complete co-optation of actors by the state, or complete complicity by actors in 
state aims. Necessity warrants making a paycheque; simply being a working actor 
in Singapore invites possibilities for criticality and radicalism.  
In another interview, with an academic who is also a theatre-director, the National 
Library was again revealed to be a contradictory and somewhat ambiguous place 




had been curated in one of the National Library’s theatre spaces. The very nature 
of the performance involved probing the artistic use of space, and how a space such 
as the National Library might be ‘open’ or ‘closed’: 
‘So we decided to do a project called ‘Visitor’s centre’, which really explored 
the dynamics of kind of public access, and different sorts of activities, and 
given that it was a sort of completely open and empty room, and a huge 
one, we created … we worked with an architect to design this wooden 
structure – a very varied wooden structure with different areas. Different 
levels and stuff. And just invited lots of different artists to create a bunch of 
different activities to happen there. And we created a program over the 
course of the week, and one of the other things that we did was, every 
evening at a set time, I think it was about 6 o’ clock, we hosted what we 
called ‘open closed door sessions’, where we invited different Civil Society 
groups to come and hold their meetings there’ (interview with academic 
and theatre director, January, 2013).  
 
 
One of the groups invited to ‘perform’ – by having an open meeting – in the theatre 
space was the gay rights group ‘People Like Us’. When this was publicised, the 
National Arts Council directed the theatre director to cancel the event: 
‘…as soon as [the gay rights event] was publicised, along with a message 
that said you know, ‘is this an indication that things are opening up?’ … The 
ministry got involved, and then the press got involved, and they said, 
‘Minister, is this an indication that things are opening up?’ And, of course, 
the next thing that happened was that we were being told that the entire 
event was off. Everything we’d planned, like the whole week. You know, 
stuff was not happening, and blah blah blah’ (interview with academic and 
theatre director, January, 2013).  
 
Ultimately, this episode reveals the tantalisingly mirage-like potential of spaces 
such as the National Library: they invite alternative and controversial use of space, 
but the moment the space is used in a critical or provocative way, the state weighs 
its heavy hand. But the episode of the cancelled civil society meetings also reveals 
something else: the state’s own internal contradictions. One branch of the state 
(the National Arts Council) had hoped to allow creative performances, while 
another branch, the Arts Council, banned the performance when it deemed the 
themes ‘too controversial’. Therein is exposed, again, Singapore’s contradictory 
intersection of space, place, civil society, the state, and the critical arts: 
‘it’s a straightforward example of an intersection of space and discourse 




a good example of people at different levels of government having different 
levels of investment, degrees of power, or coercion, different levels of what 
they know and when they know it, and what they act upon, etc.’ (interview, 
academic and theatre director, January, 2013).  
 
The National Library felt heavy to me; I sensed, in its grand, policed, monitored 
bulk, Foucault’s (1976b) ‘power [being] everywhere’. Still, the knowing glances of 
the actors – the cheeky grins and subtle, knowing winks of the eye – showed me 
that even under the weight of top-down power, small spaces of hope – cracks, at 
least – can emerge. The very fact that the (banned) theatre performance was even 
planned – and the gay rights’ group invited – indicates a sort of generative 
potential. 
Displayed in this example is a good example of the type of state-society reflexivity 
that Jessop (2001) pointed to in his strategic-relational approach to socio-spatial 
relations: the state is in a conversation with itself, and with society at large, rather 
than aligned along a fixed set of approaches and protocols. The art-activist-state 















6.3 The University: Cultural-Activist 




Figure 29: The ‘Education Resource Centre’ collaborative space at National University of 
Singapore, ‘University Town’ campus (photo taken by author, February, 2014). 
 
In August, 2013, the inaugural class of Yale-NUS Liberal Arts College began an 
experiment within a still-under-construction campus adjacent to the NUS: can an 
American-style liberal arts college allow new spaces of critical thought, free 
expression, and, potentially, a change for Singapore? In buildings purposefully-
designed to engender debate, open discussion, and a true on-campus experience 
that as yet has not existed in Singapore, along with the imported values of one the 
world’s most famous (Western) universities (Yale), the question emerged whether 
students would truly be able, as faculty hope, to question the status quo and 









Faculty statement on the freedom of 
expression 
We are firmly committed to the free expression of ideas in all forms—a 
central tenet of liberal arts education. There are no questions that 
cannot be asked, no answers that cannot be discussed and debated. 
This principle is a cornerstone of our institution.  
        Figure 30: From Yale/NUS Website, 2013. 
 
My research looked at the Yale / NUS campus as a potential opening in Singapore’s 
built environment with a transformative potential, a place where ‘artivism’ and 
wider activism could, theoretically, find a home (where it so far has not had one) 
within the special autonomous space of the ‘liberal arts college’. I also looked at 
the sort of joined-up cultural activism that occurs in (and temporarily finds itself 
performed in) other university buildings, such as the University Town campus of the 
National University (adjacent to Yale / NUS), and the stand-alone Lee Kuan Yew 
School of Public Policy, a branch of the National University with a separate campus. 
Through interviews with faculty members involved in these three institutions, 
activists who have used these university spaces, and also site observation and 
participation, I investigated the degree to which the ‘spaces of the university’ allow 
for transformative cultural activism and the degree to which they are controlled, 
limiting spaces of (im)possibility. I asked the question: can the Singaporean 
academy be a cultural-activist space? (and by extension – can any university be a 
transformative place of cultural activism?) 
My findings indicate that the university, owing to its quasi-autonomy and 
affiliation/connections with the international academic community, is one of the 
most potentially transformative spaces for radical cultural activism in Singapore 
and these spaces often play a role that goes beyond academia, engaging the wider 




forums that are able to take place in (cloistered) university spaces and take on a 
critical, even anti-government dimension that would not be possible in the public 
realm or in state buildings. Singapore’s meritocratic system means that those at the 
high level of academia are, by default, also well-connected to the high levels of 
power, and therefore have a platform and relative space of freedom for activist 
activity, somewhat insulated from the consequences that might face those at lower 
levels. It is no coincidence that my PhD thesis is likewise an outgrowth of a 
deliberate partnership between the National University and a Western institution 
(King’s College London, my home university). Academics, by virtue of their status, 
are (more) free to be critical.  
Yet, this freedom has limits. Lest I paint a picture of the academy as an activist 
panacea, I hasten to add that it is not. Field research showed surprising levels of 
self-censorship, restraint, and conflicted self-identities in terms of how the 
university is situated within an authoritarian context, and how and in what ways 
the academy can and should – or should not – push against the power structure. 
The university only enables activism to go so far: it, too, falls within the confines of 
the ‘out of bounds’ markers, and even academics, with their special and unique 
freedoms and protections, are prone to de facto and de jure censorship. 
Restrictions on complete free expression remain, even at Yale/NUS, despite the fact 
that it is governed (in part) from the United States. Secondly, the university is self-
contained, cloistered, and elite: it is largely cut-off from mainstream Singapore 
(ideologically, culturally, and also geographically as a cloistered campus-within-a-
campus) and therefore whatever radical activity occurs is by default contained and 
prevented from causing real disruption in the city-state’s fabric. Furthermore, the 
university has a somewhat ambiguous relationship to the arts, particularly in a place 
where the sciences, engineering, business, and maths are prioritised (as academic 
disciplines). Therefore, while the halls/classrooms of the university are perhaps the 
most open indoor places in Singapore, they still may not be open enough to cause 
major changes or policy shifts. The freedoms allowed due to the academy’s quasi-
autonomy and elite status do not necessarily translate to on-the-ground cultural 
activism.  
During the time of my field research in Singapore, there were a number of events 




Tembusu College (in January, 2013), on ‘Inequality in Singapore’ that featured a 
panel of experts and was open to questions from those in attendance (a floating 
microphone around the room). I attended this forum, although was only able to do 
so using my credentials as an NUS graduate student. This discussion was closed to 
the public, and all attendees had to pre-register and sign in. Therefore, this was not 
a true public forum, but one aimed at (and limited to) the cloistered world of elite 
students.  
The panellists included the critical blogger and gay rights activist who would later 
himself become an interview participant in my research, as well as a ruling party 
(government) minister, representing the national government. Topics discussed 
included human rights and migrant workers, and the ways in which the city-state’s 
approach to migrant workers is necessary, difficult, and unsustainable. Questions 
from the floor were unscripted and spontaneous; students (from undergraduates 
to PhD students) asked a number of critical questions to the panellists, such as: 
‘When will the PAP State stop allowing imported workers?’ 
 I noted that it was impressive that several hundred students had arrived on their 
own accord, clearly interested in the plight of poor migrant workers and inequality, 
and also that such critical questioning was allowed, particularly in the presence of 
a ruling party official. At the same time, the minute I left the auditorium, I was 
immersed once again in the landscaped, cloistered campus of NUS. Any sort of 
radical expression occurring in the auditorium was not allowed out. I could not hear 
the debate inside the building (only the buzz of insects). What was said inside would 
never make the papers. Whether or not the students who asked critical questions 
would retain their criticality outside was unknown.  
On another occasion, I attended (as a participant), a two-day seminar on ‘Seeking 
Spatial Justice in Singapore’, hosted at the Lee Kuan School of Public Policy (in 
March, 2013). This seminar featured heavily critical talks from Singaporean 
academics as well as left-wing overseas academics, including the late Ed Soja, 
widely known for his radical conceptualisations of urban space and socio-spatial 
justice. The critical Singaporean architect, William Lim, known for his openly anti-
PAP views, was in attendance. This, I thought, was a particularly radical grouping of 




event could be hosted at an institution bearing the name of Singapore’s ‘godfather’ 
and founder, Lee Kuan Yew.  
Still, this event was invitation only, and kept within the doors of an air conditioned 
conference room: not the sort of event that a member of the public would stumble 
across (I myself had to reach out to organisers to obtain an invitation, citing my 
research and institutional credentials). The chance to converse with, and share 
radical sweet nothings with, left-wing academic superstars such as Edward Soja was 
limited only to a select group within the university network. Thus, a space for 
activism was allowed, and an opening permitted, but a space that closed as soon as 
the event ended. Still, conversations relating to, and resulting from, this event have 
been ongoing – at a bookstore the same evening, for example – and here, in the 
text of this PhD thesis. Therefore, nothing is entirely contained in the lecture 
theatre. The state’s power may not, actually, be everywhere (as Foucault asserted).  
But the most compelling, and potentially transformative university space my 
research interrogated, was the example of Yale/NUS College, a self-contained 
campus within a campus designed by global ‘starchitect’ Cesar Pelli and Associates. 
The campus (still under construction as of this writing) contains spaces such as a 
black-box theatre, open to student groups and arts groups; an open ‘square’ to take 
on an ‘agora’ function and mimic a university quadrangle; and a live-in setting 
where all students will leave home and live on campus, in close proximity to their 
tutors and classmates across disciplines and from all over the world. All of this, 
according to my research interviews, presents new possibilities:  
‘… independence from family – and from all of the expectations, 
conformities, responsibilities that that entails is one thing that Yale/NUS 
will give … So that’s one thing it will do.  
It will do it in a campus which is designed be Pelli-Clark, so it will be a 
beautiful campus, so that might do some work as well … um, and it’s going 
to have beautiful facilities …’ (interview with Yale/NUS faculty member, 
November, 2012).  
 
What is truly unique, though, about Yale/NUS, is its set of expectations and the eyes 
of the world upon it: Yale University, based in Connecticut, USA, has been torn apart 
with debate surrounding the paradox of a liberal-arts university opening in an 




Yale/NUS and strongly critical of it (such as Professor Jim Sleeper’s ‘Yale has Gone 
to Singapore, but Can it Come Back?’ in the Huffington Post, 4 May, 2012). What 
happens at Yale/NUS is both contained within Singapore’s laws and government 
boundaries, but also overseen by Western/liberal academics at a foreign 
institution, thus representing a sort of quasi-autonomous, trans-national gray area; 
a forced-opening or ‘chipping away’ at Singapore’s power structure, as another 
interview participant suggested. 
But the possibility for Yale/NUS to be truly an opening, a space of radical potential 
(hope), may not truly exist. Faculty are aware that, regardless of the college’s 
mission statement or ‘faculty statement on freedom of expression’, students, staff, 
and physical spaces are subject to the laws and confines of the city-state and can 
therefore be unique, but not exceptional: 
‘… But alongside of that, part of what we are guests here [in Singapore]. 
Yale is a guest as a partner institution and almost, not all the faculty, but a 
large number of us who are not Singaporean, are guests. And we do not 
think it wise, nor do we seek to be a state of exception inside the national 
framing of government in Singapore. If we came here and asked to be – to 
have – not Yale rules, but North American rules –on this bit of ground – we’d 
be idiots. It would be disrespectful; it would be fantastic. It would be 
Imperial’ (interview, Yale/NUS faculty member, November, 2012).  
 
Additionally, the faculty member I talked to seemed unclear on the nitty-gritty 
logistics of whether or not ‘art-led activism’ could actually occur within the college’s 
walls. Could, for example, a critical artistic group, a subversive play, or a 
controversial performance artist use the college’s integrated spaces (such as the 
black box theatre, or ‘agora’), to display art that would not be possible elsewhere 
in Singapore? The way forward seems unclear.  
‘… That’s a good question. That’s a very good question. I think that’s a good 
question that I don’t know the answer to. We would hope to host talks from 
all those groups. Whether we’d allow, whether … so in that sense, there 
would be an assembly around that talk … You know, technically? I don’t 
know. I technically don’t know’ (interview, Yale/NUS faculty member, 
November, 2012).  
 
Yale/NUS’s possibilities and (im)possibilities came up tangentially in a number of 




are not affiliated with the university). The prevailing consensus was that, in 
actuality, not only would Yale/NUS not be much different from the existing 
university spaces, but that it would reinforce the existing status quo and not 
represent a chance for transformation (or a real threat to the government). One 
interviewee called Yale/NUS Wayang, the regional term often used to denote 
something that is a smokescreen, or ‘smoke and mirrors’ – a gestural act without 
real significance. Another interviewee, an older British expatriate/self-proclaimed 
‘creative entrepreneur’, noted that Yale/NUS’s mission statement was 
fundamentally arranged the wrong way to engender real, transformative, critical 
thought: ‘No question shall go un-answered’ (from Yale/NUS webpage, www.yale-
nus.edu.sg). He believed it should read ‘… No question shall go un-asked’ 
(interview, entrepreneur, 2013).  
In other words, giving students the physical and intellectual spaces of ‘liberal arts’ 
may not be enough to get them to truly question their surroundings. That may be 
simply a task that no university can do in Singapore, whether affiliated with Yale or 
not, whether including a black-box theatre or not.  
Previous examples of similar efforts by Singapore to attract branches of foreign 
universities – all part of the ‘Global Schoolhouse’ initiative (a strand of the 
‘Renaissance City’ policy agenda) – have been met with mixed success. Business 
schools have done well. I observed the healthy reputations (and financial numbers, 
based on interviews conducted) of Singaporean branches of business schools like 
INSEAD, ESSEC, and the Manchester Business School. However, universities 
focusing more on the liberal arts (and the arts themselves) have been less 
successful. The University of Warwick pulled out of an agreement to open a campus 
in Singapore due to concerns over local authoritarian laws, and, likewise, the 
University of New South Wales (Australia) also pulled out of plans to open a 
campus. As Ryan Ong, a critical blogger, noted: 
‘… Warwick University already gave us a hint: Our strait-jacket attitude 
means their culture can’t survive here, whether or not their campus gets 
built. It’s not about the money’ (Ryan Ong, in ‘Money Talks’, a blog post 






Tisch, the performing and visual arts college of New York University (USA), likewise 
entered an agreement with Singapore to open a stand-alone campus. After only a 
few years in operation, having received millions of dollars from the Economic 
Development Board (EDB), the Singaporean branch shut its doors, blaming financial 
problems, in 2012, during the time I was conducting my field research. While this 
may have been due to financial concerns, and not authoritarian rules, it still 
demonstrates the difficulty of such a model.  
Therefore, the past experience of foreign liberal arts institutions does not bode well 
for Yale/NUS’s prospects to serve as a sustainable, lasting ‘wormhole’ or space of 
possibility in Singapore – unless it meets its financial objectives, and is able to 
withstand (continuing) strong criticism from United States-based students and 
faculty, it, too, may be unsuccessful. Its future, and its ability to serve as a space of 
cultural activism, is as yet uncertain.  
It may be in some cases that the Singaporean academy is actually working against 
the cultural-activist coalitions, as demonstrated by the ironic case of law professor 
Thio Lee Ann, appointed by the University of Warwick to evaluate any discrepancies 
between that university’s charter and Singapore’s laws. Warwick was seeking to 
open a campus in Singapore, which was stymied by faculty in the United Kingdom 
who rebelled against the idea, partly due to concerns surrounding academic 
freedom. Thio Lee Ann herself was sceptical of the university’s ability to operate 
freely within the confines of Singapore, as one of my interview participants (an 
activist) revealed: 
‘… Now, while I’m not privy to what internal report she gave them, I am 
given the understanding by the Warwick people, who met us, that, um, her 
internal report to them was not … very much … would not have built much 
confidence in Warwick, about academic freedom’ (interview with 
Singaporean activist and blogger, January, 2013). 
 
That Thio Lee Ann herself has been involved in the ‘conservative coalition’ (i.e. the 
Christian right-wing) working against LGBT rights in Singapore – and very publicly 
so – is a rather Singaporean irony: she is simultaneously working for academic 




‘… You know what is the real irony of all that? Professor Thio Lee Ann herself 
is the leading anti-gay activist in Singapore!  
Her idea of civic freedoms excludes gay civil rights’ (interview, blogger and 
activist, January, 2013).  
 
My on-the-ground research paints a more complicated picture: academics are 
involved in social and cultural activism in many different ways and are potentially 
creating a more powerful ‘space of hope’ than might be first assumed on the 
surface. It may be the very differentiation of academics from grassroots activists 
that gives them a unique voice that is potentially transformative. Another interview 
participant, a senior public intellectual involved in many academic circles, discussed 
what he believed was a powerful role academics (and academic institutes) are 
playing in Singaporean activism: 
‘… Because now the people who are protesting are very knowledgeable. And 
they do their homework. A lot of the young academics.  
I think a lot of young academics are involved with this [activism] now. They 
aren’t so involved in party politics – that is just beginning. But they are quite 
involved in these types of issues’ (interview, Singaporean public intellectual, 
March, 2013). 
 
He (ibid) listed a few examples of academic individuals, schools, and institutes that 
are playing a large role in societal change. The Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, 
for one, which hosted (in 2013) the forum on ‘Seeking Spatial Justice in Singapore’ 
that I attended, is 
‘… a very small school, academically, a bit lightweight, because they don’t 
do a lot of research, but they – are – they have a lot of very good scholars, 
who are much more sympathetic to change’ (interview, architect, March, 
2013).  
 
Nonetheless, the questions remain whether it is the special protections available to 
academics – in particular those with tenure – that gives them a relatively 
unrestricted platform for expression while simultaneously preventing this critical 
expression from landing far from the ivory tower. A critical ‘fringe’ artist, however, 






6.4 Laughing at the Renaissance City: ‘Artivism’ and the 
Artist’s Studio 
 
A painter that I interviewed (January, 2013) showed off his combined live/work 
space in a colonial-era privately-let residential building in a fringe district in 
Singapore (near Little India). During a tour of his studio, the first painting of his that 
he pointed out was a ‘laughing Mona Lisa,’ which he described as having been 
created as a response to Singapore’s efforts to become a ‘Renaissance City’ (Figure 
31 below).  
The artist told me he equated the word ‘Renaissance’ with the Florentine 
Renaissance, and therefore depicted Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa against the modern 
Singapore skyline, her wry smile seeming to mock the city-state, its glistening 





Figure 31: ‘The Laughing Mona Lisa’ (photo is courtesy of artist, used here with permission). 
  
The painting is (electrically) programmed to make a laughing sound when a viewer 
presses a button on the Mona Lisa’s breasts, as Mona mocks the concept that 
Singapore could somehow be compared with the ‘true’ urban Renaissance of 14th 
and 15th century Italy. It was fairly straightforward that this painting was playfully 
subversive, taking a postmodern and critical spin on the idea of urban renaissance 
(and the associated policies) and satirising the state’s portrayal of itself as a sort of 
Singaporean-Medici-like arts patron. 
Yet, the artist said he had no ‘grand agenda’ – he did not seem to know how he 
fitted into the ‘bigger picture’ each day, outside of his own projects and the rather 
vague concept of about ‘bringing contemporary art to the people’. His work has 
been subversive and satirical in the past, and he noted his strong links to critical 




some, detention and deportation). But he claimed not to be out to challenge 
authority, and he also genuinely seemed to appreciate the financial and program 
assistance he receives from the state. Is the artist, therefore, a cultural activist? Is 
his art radical? 
The artist does work in (state-run) schools to earn a living and did not emit an air of 
rebellion or cynicism around him about this task, but rather seemed genuinely 
appreciative of the opportunity to work with children and receive funding to live 
and work as an artist as a result, smiling as he said that such work ‘… pays for my 
milk!’ (interview, January, 2013). 
Singapore has some of the highest housing costs in the world, and therefore the 
ability to pay private rent to have a rare live/work studio space is a difficult task. 
For this artist, such a life is achievable only be reaching a sort of compromise: 
displaying a public persona of gratitude to the state’s generosity, while more 
quietly, more subtly, having the last laugh. The artist therefore displays resilience. 
He also very consciously positions himself in a place straddling state opportunity 
and artistic criticality.  
The painter said he was guided by a personal manifesto of ‘bringing art to the 
people’ and using the public realm in exploratory, sometimes provocative ways. But 
it becomes difficult and rather heavy-handed to simply ascribe ‘resistance’ to what 
may, in large part, simply be an artist’s playful and exploratory use of his craft in a 
geographical setting where the use of public space contains caveats and 
restrictions. He seemed very much the working artist, going one day at a time, 
project to project, not out to ‘get back at the man’ or change the world. If he is 
being co-opted or co-opting, if he set out to contest or resist, but it was on the basis 
of individual artworks and individual events, and the possibilities of using different 
spaces, not a broader strategy or goal: 
‘… But actually [I] try to explore the space rather than to challenge the 
authorities.  
[I’m] not trying to challenge the authorities. [I] also want to know, what is 
the law within art and this kind of – you know, when they own the space? 
What is [sic] the limits of doing something there? So I go through like, the 
policeman who come? I have my papers, because I got all the licenses, but 





Because the thing is that art space, you can’t judge. The space itself is art 
space. But in public space, not everything is art …’ (interview, painter, 
January, 2013). 
 
The artist seemed more conflicted, however, when the interview focused on the 
‘Laughing Mona Lisa’. Here, he seemed less sure about simply making art for arts-
sake, and became quite defensive: 
 ‘…Yes, yes – that is me taking my stand, as an artist. I’m still, uh, harmless, 
I mean what I did man? I didn’t kill anybody; I didn’t cause no trouble! That’s 
why I say – when the policeman ask me [sic], I say, ‘who died?’ ‘Where’s the 
violence here?’ (interview, painter, January, 2013). 
 
In ‘taking his stand’, the artist hinted at resistance. The interview can be read in a 
number of ways, and the possibility that a Singaporean artist, conditioned his whole 
life to the authoritarian ‘out of bounds’ markers, was self-censoring whilst talking 
to a Western researcher must be considered. Yet, equally, it is important to 
consider the possibility that acts and works of exploratory or critical art within an 
authoritarian context cannot be read simply as ‘anti-government’, but complex 
performances, that may or may not be intended to be subversive or critical. This 
follows the concept that simply ‘doing’ art and performing in Singapore’s 
authoritarian context is, in itself, a sort of performance (see Rae, 2011), which begs 
an ancient, but still un-answered question: must art be political?  
Because the state is primary sponsor and patron of the arts in Singapore, but also 
the key force that keeps the arts within the ‘out of bounds’ limits, a complicated 
alliance exists between artists and the state that is sometimes adversarial, 
sometimes complementary; the artist is both complicit and deviant, an invited 
transgressor.  
The artist I interviewed in his live-work studio (who painted the ‘Laughing Mona 
Lisa’) seemed to have conflicting views over his place within and against the state. 
For example, he claimed to have some close friendships with a few state policy-
elites who were previously part of his art (radical, left-wing) art collective (before 
going on to work for the government-run National Arts Council). Though his 
artwork contains some critical, even radical elements, and he made a number of 




that he and the state were not allies, or that his role is, inherently, against the 
authorities:  
‘… The government is never an enemy to me. They are allies to us now, but 
if they – if there is a project they don’t support, then they need to really 
come down, talk to us. Because we could talk to them. Because we know 
them, we could reason out, or you know come to a constructive, ah, critical 
and constructive idea to resolve this problem, you know?’ (interview, 
Singaporean painter, January, 2013).  
 
Secondly, this artist mentioned his close friends in the Civil Service, forming a set of 
relationships that transcends artist/state boundaries, and allows the artist to toggle 
in-between as needed. The allegiances remain – it is not as simple as being either 
for, or against, the government, or being part of, or separate, from the state. 
Likewise, these former fringe artists (now working for the government) still 
maintain close relationships and friendships with independent, radical artists, a 
clear example that the ‘government’ is not a single entity with a single agenda: the 
state is both arts patron and arts police. This dichotomy points to Jessop’s (2001) 
suggestion that the state is constantly in a state of negotiated formation, built upon 
a set of interwoven social relationships, path-dependent and complex rather than 
bifurcated and delineated.  
A different interview, with one such civil servant (a former artist) likewise seemed 
fraught with contradictions and presented an even better example of the self-
reflexive state. The civil servant is involved in approving or denying grant funding 
to artists and arts, affiliated with a branch of government that deals with arts 
administration. He had previously been a member of a radical/fringe arts group that 
(has, in the past) faced opposition from the state, official censorship, and popular 
outcry in the press and public discourse. He later found himself working for the 
government as both an ally to artists, someone who professes to ‘being on their 
team’, has close personal friendships with a network of creative types across 
Singapore, but also very much represents and must answer to the government. In 
a meritocratic state where government positions come with high-salaries and a 
high-level of prestige, such a co-option is common (though, I had to ask myself, was 




This civil servant was therefore at once part of a coalition for critical, sometimes 
anti-government, art (cultural activism), and also part of, and accountable to, the 
authoritarian state, embodying the Singaporean cultural paradox. With his grant 
funding decisions, he can promote and provide emancipatory space and place but 
also deny it with some, but not a tremendous amount of discretion. Here is an 
example of (soft?) authoritarian complexity: a milieu where the state employs 
former artists to promote and grow the arts while also to paradoxically and 
counterintuitively monitor and limit the critical and radical possibilities of such an 
art-scape.  
The civil servant seemed almost apologetic about his role within the government, 
self-identifying as an artist first, who, through happenstance, became an 
‘accidental’ member of the civil service: 
‘… I was never an aspiring civil or public servant. Or someone who really 
wanted to work in the [state arts apparatus], to be honest. I was always a 
practicing artist here. 
... As an artist, I was one of the earliest members of [critical artists 
collective] at university, I studied curatorship and philosophy and all that 
jazz, and then came back here. I was working in curatorial capacity around 
the artists’ network and the urban gallery, and the studio of contemporary 
arts Singapore. 
And um, for some reason I kind of … slipped into this job!’ (interview, former 
artist, current civil servant-arts administrator, December, 2012). 
 
What was left unsaid was the fact that in Singapore, being a working artist is a 
precarious and mostly low-paid existence, while government work in (such a 
meritocracy) affords a stable and respected life. With some of the world’s highest 
costs of living, the instability of a working artists’ lifestyle is a difficult life choice.  
Both the civil servant and his counterpart – the working painter – seem to embody 
and perform Zukin’s conception of ‘culture as control’ (1995, 2009), in which the 
state appears to nurture, support, and ally itself with the arts, but in doing so, 
reinforces and strengthens its grip on what such an art-scape looks like, usually 
sterilising and homogenising it in the process. The control and appropriation of the 
arts by the state is also interrogated in Cooke’s (2007) exploration of the 
manipulation of the arts by authoritarian regimes, in which she compares the 




between the state and the artist in the Eastern Bloc. In these cases, critical arts are 
envisioned as being stolen by the state in order to neutralise any destabilising 
threat they might contain, thus stripping them of their ability to challenge the 
status quo or advance any oppositional cause.  
 
But likewise, the civil servant’s role as an ‘in-between’ linking state to artist can be 
read as containing a myriad of small, subtle (micro) resistances and subversions: 
the civil servant makes compromises and maintains personal relationships with 
working artists, thereby providing some level of empowerment and giving the 
critical arts a platform they may not otherwise have. He answers to the state, but 
also to the artists, and is held accountable by both. Co-option works both ways and 
policy is thus transformed in the process both from the top and bottom. 
 
Jessop (2001:1227) noted the way that such alliances are complex between and 
amongst institutions, suggesting that ‘agents may be able to pursue different types 
of alliance strategy and so modify the selective impact upon themselves and others 
of social structural (including, a fortiori, institutional) constraints and 
opportunities’. A strategic-relational approach, then, may be appropriate in 
analysing Singapore’s complex and interwoven state-artist network. The 
authoritarian state is highly self-reflexive, even if unable to transcend or circumvent 
repressive power structures.  
 
What is also clear from these examples is that the independence of a live-work 
private studio space allowed the painter the freedom to make critical art, host 
radical events, talks, and groups that would not be possible outside (or in a larger 
space, or a state-supported space). The private art studio therefore should be 
envisioned as one of Singapore’s most ‘open’ spaces, yet, highly limited by its 
smallness (scale) and degree of isolation. The artist interviewed cannot offend state 
authorities if they cannot hear him. And, tucked within his small gallery, itself 
tucked away in Little India, far from Singapore’s main squares and visible spaces, 
his art is able to laugh, critically, but also silently. Had I not gone looking for the 
‘Laughing Mona Lisa’, I would never have found her. It is only when he goes outside 
with larger performance art projects that eyebrows are raised and the art prompts 





Whether the artist is resisting (artistically) or not is not as important as the impact 
his art (the Laughing Mona Lisa) has on the observer, and on the broader ‘art-
scape’: as Rancière (2011) suggested, for the viewer, the subversive Mona Lisa 
represents a ‘disruption’, or an artistic ‘rupture’ (2011:71). This disruption may be 
intended or not, and the impacts, or a direct relationship between art + art studio 
+ political may be hazy. Yet Rancière acknowledges that critical art opens up 
possibilities with a variety of potentials: ‘… critical art only opens the possibility – 
there can be no anticipating the [political effect]’ (2011:82). The artist, in his private 
studio, therefore invited the observer (in this case, myself) to become the 
emancipated spectator: this disruption then has the potential to etch a small, 
critical opening. 
Secondly, the artist her/himself can simply go beyond what the civil servant is able 
to do, no matter how subversive or critically-orientated. At the end of the day, the 
civil servant is just that and can only go so far outside of her/his role.  
The next chapter (7) will move to a larger scale: outside spaces of cultural activism. 
I will now explore what happens when the network of cultural encounters, and the 
encountering of networks, goes beyond walls into the outdoor public realm. What 












7. Cultural Activism Outside: When the Doors are 
Flung Open  
 
‘Just what public space is – and who has the right to it – is rarely clear, and 
certainly cannot be established in the abstract’ (Mitchell, 2003:5). 
‘The right to the ‘ouvre’, to participation and appropriation, are implied in 
the right to the city’ (Lefebvre, 1996[1968]:174). 
 
 
Figure 32: Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) Land Development Plan to 2030 
(www.ura.gov.sg [last accessed October, 2015]). 
 
This chapter uses selected examples from field research to revisit the role that 
outdoor public spaces – often called ‘the public realm’ – play in cultural 
activism/artivism in Singapore. It is these spaces, sometimes conceptualised as the 
‘agora’ and used often in sociological literature as symbolising the meeting of the 
publics – that are often portrayed as most important for the joined-up movements 
for socio-spatial justice (see Mitchell, 1995, 2003; Lefebvre, 1968, 1974; Mayer, 
2009; Harvey, 2012).  
But is the idea of unmediated political public space totally unrealistic, as Mitchell 
(1995:121) asked? In Singapore, the questions of whether or not unmediated public 




constitutes public space, and also considering the crucial importance of immaterial, 
digital space, discussed in more detail in the following chapter (8).  
Mitchell (1995) defined public space as: 
‘An artefact of a past age … an age with different sensibilities and different 
ideas about public order and safety, when public spaces were stable, well 
defined and accessible to all’ (Mitchell, 1995:121). 
 
 
Figure 33: Bukit Brown Cemetery as material public space/place (author’s photo, taken February, 
2013). 
 
However, Mitchell’s primary focus was, and continues to be, the United States and 
North America, just as Lefebvre’s focus was Paris. Singapore presents a particular 
model of outdoor public space, one in which space is both physically small and 
highly-controlled. Furthermore, it is almost entirely (more than 85%) state-owned. 
This factor requires a new and different reading of what, and how, outdoor public 
space is and functions in the city-state. This chapter looks at a selection of outdoor 
public spaces, each of which contains currents of cultural activism (albeit in 
different forms), exploring the ways that activism produces these spaces and how 




Singapore’s examples paint a picture of an outdoor public realm that is both full of 
transformative potential and also highly limited (presenting, perhaps, more 
impossibilities than possibilities). While outdoor space allows for a scale and 
visibility that is more meaningful for galvanising public attention and opinion (and 
making international headlines), outdoor space in a highly state-controlled setting 
comes with caveats and restrictions that are amplified versions of the same 
restrictions that exist in other places. Figure 32 (p. 215 overleaf) clearly shows that 
Singapore’s outdoor spaces are not left to chance: The Urban Redevelopment 
Authority (URA) has earmarked all space either for eventual development or 
maintained for specific uses. These spaces include ‘natural’ space, such as the 
Central Water Catchment or the Railway Corridor, as well as Bukit Brown Cemetery, 
currently undeveloped but planned to become a ‘new town’ by 2050.  
This hyper-planned urban environment brings to mind, and harkens back to, 
Lefebvre’s (1974[1991]) notion of represented vs lived space: the conflict, and 
tension, between master-planned Singapore, and the lived and practiced 
experience of encounters and interactions of the seething forces in the cultural 
grassroots who also use – and thus produce – space.  
 
Figure 34: Location of key outdoor field research sites (author’s diagram based on Google Maps, 
2015). 
 
I also look in this chapter at the ways in which various outdoor spaces emerge as 
‘spaces of nurturance’ for creative sensibilities: how these spaces cultivate aspects 
of shared history and mutual enthusiasm for creative practice (as a form of 




produced by people in cities (rather than for), structured toward meeting ‘the need 
for creative activity … the need for information, symbolism, the imaginary, and play’ 
(Lefebvre, 1968[1996]:147). With this in mind, I set out to explore to what degree, 
in which ways, and how a variety of outdoor spaces enable/induce and also restrict 
‘creative activity’, with an eye toward how these spaces are produced and by what 
socio-cultural relations. Furthermore, outdoor public space – whether the Greek 
Agora or the city park – have always been spaces of exclusion as much as of 
inclusion (Fraser, 1990; Hartley, 1992).  
The first example, Speakers’ Corner/Hong Lim Park, exemplifies the tensions that 
are embodied in cultural activism across outdoor space: this is a place where 
activism is allowed (and in fact encouraged), and yet, because it is designated, it is 
stripped of much of its power and meaningfulness, kept safe and reduced to a 
representation of true demonstration. Singapore may hint at Mitchell’s (1995) 
suggestion that, in fact, the ‘end of public space’ has been reached. However, there 
are unique spaces of possibility that can only exist in an outdoor park such as this.  
‘Pink Dot’, the gay rights rally held each June, is a good example of sort of activism 
that is possible in Speakers’ Corner that is impossible elsewhere in the city-state. In 
some ways, this (protest? non-protest?) represents an important opening, and has 
generated headlines, but in other ways; it is contained and restricted, prevented 
from becoming an island-wide celebration of gay identity. Nevertheless, ‘Pink Dot’ 
has generated a loud national debate and may have pushed the government to 
reconsider its position (and legislation) on gay rights.  
The example of ‘ArtPost’ is compelling: a critical arts curatorial team has given up 
their bounded gallery space to go ‘spaceless’, becoming a pop-up arts group that 
uses outdoor spaces in a variety of ways and rallies around specific causes. Going 
spaceless has allowed possibilities and creative freedoms that were constrained by 
four walls, and the arts are able to come to the community in wider outreach. 
However, the lack of a physical address also reflects precariousness and comes with 
constraints and limitations: the effectiveness and impact of pop-up ‘artivism’ can 
only go so far without a home.  
Bukit Brown Cemetery is one such place that is different enough, and removed 




flourish and a diverse, yet strange groups of networks and coalitions are able to 
come together in space. This is Singapore’s Foucaultian heterotopia (1984), in some 
ways mirroring the wider struggles and battles in the whole city-state.  
The ‘Awaken the Dragon Festival’, meanwhile, represents how outdoor public-
participatory art can be successful in bringing arts to the community, and the 
community to the arts, in a way that is transformative and can induce a policy shift. 
The widespread popularity of the festival succeeded in saving the historic dragon 
kiln from (short term) development, representing a rare backtracking of the official 
urban planning and development script. However, this move may have only been 
possible owing to the fringe location of the dragon kiln – and the fact that this 
reconnecting with Chinese history reinforces national ideology and policy aims, 
rather than challenging them. The festival is also a window into the complexity of 
the question of what constitutes arts-led activism in Singapore? In some ways, the 
festival was completely a-political, but in other ways, it can be read as a form of 
protest, by exposing everyday Singaporeans to alternative histories, forms of 
culture, and possible future scenarios.  
Findings in this chapter indicate that while outdoor space is one step above indoor 
space in terms of emancipatory potential, the authoritarian limitations and small 
geographical size of Singapore do not allow outdoor activism to be truly 
transformative or change-making. It may be, therefore, that the digital realm – that 
space that is often diminished and disparaged in literature – offers a larger sphere 
in which transformative social action and encounters can occur, a possibility further 
probed in Chapter 8. 
 
7.1 Won’t you please come to Speakers’ Corner, 
Show Your Face? 
 
Speakers’ Corner, in Hong Lim Park, is a designated space in central Singapore for 
free expression. Yet it is a self-contained place, regulated and censored. Gatherings 
and protests must abide by certain rules and regulations and large protests must 




for cultural activism and is a rare spot in Singapore where large groups (numbering 
in the thousands) can assemble (peacefully) to voice critical opinions.  
This is the closest thing Singapore has to a central square, a place for various publics 
to gather materially and interact. Comparisons to ‘pop up’ revolutionary squares, 
such as Manhattan’s Zuccotti Park or Cairo’s Tahrir, are difficult: Hong Lim Park is 
officially designated as protest space, conveniently demarcated (and monitored). 
Modelled after the eponymous ‘Speakers’ Corner’ in London’s Hyde Park, its 
landscaped lawn usually devoid of people (at least it was on most days I walked 
through it), and protests cannot be spontaneous: they must be pre-approved. 
Several signposts around the park denote what is and is not permitted: any activity 
that is seen to be against racial or religious harmony is forbidden (and this is a grey 
area, constantly evolving in Singapore’s ongoing moral and cultural conversation).  
Therefore, whether or not this represents true public space, in the traditional 
sense, is debatable. It is certainly a more controlled, monitored, sterile space than, 
say, Don Mitchell’s ‘People’s Park’ in Berkeley, which featured homeless residents 
and a general messiness that is absent from Hong Lim Park (and indeed, nearly all 
outdoor space in Singapore). However, due to its important symbolic and central 
place, meaning, and significance in Singapore, it is envisioned here as ‘public’: 







Figure 35: Speakers’ Corner’ section of Hong Lim Park (author’s photo, taken December, 2012). 
 
 
Figure 36: Networks and coalitions of activists at ‘Really Really Free Market’, Human Rights’ Day, 







Public spaces need not be traditional, less-governed central squares: Merrifield 
(2013) noted that, 
‘… Squares like Zuccotti Park or Tahrir are urban public spaces not for reason 
of their pure concrete physicality but because they are meeting places 
between virtual and physical worlds, between online and offline 
conversations, between online and offline encounters …’ 
 
‘… that is why they are public – because they enable public discourses and 
public conversations to talk to each other, to meet each other, quite 
literally’ (66). 
 
As will be discussed in the upcoming chapter on Singapore’s digital spaces (Chapter 
8), part of the reason that Hong Lim Park was selected as a case study of outdoor 
space is due to the way it interacts and interplays with the digital/immaterial realm: 
it helps to shape digital space, and digital space helps shape it (and the encounters 
and social relations that occur within it).  
On a research walk in December, 2012, I came across the ‘Really, Really, Free 
Market’ taking place on ‘International Human Rights’ Day’ in Hong Lim Park. This 
was an arts-activist event sponsored by the group ‘ArtPost’, which was present, 
along with a wide group of tangentially-related activists. Indeed, migrant workers’ 
groups shared space with an anti-rape display; there were opportunities to trade 
books, clothes, or other items; there was a display set up with the faces of all those 
detained in Singapore’s history under anti-Marxist laws; there was a Bukit Brown 
Cemetery display (in which the public was encouraged to write ‘memories’ and pin 
them to a board).  
This is the type of activity that can occur in Hong Lim Park. There are also larger, 
more coordinated protests. There have been a number of gatherings in 2012-2015 
for migrant worker’s rights, cost of living concerns, and anti-censorship themes, 







Figure 37: Think Centre’ display at Hong Lim Park, during Human Rights Day/‘Really Really Free 
Market’, Sponsored by ‘ArtPost’ (author’s photo, taken December, 2012). 
 
But there is a catch: Hong Lim Park is the only space in Singapore where such a 
gathering is permitted – it was given a free hand (or at least a blind eye) by state 
authorities. While the themes expressed could not violate certain guidelines or step 
across the ‘out of bounds’ markers, some of the displays were decidedly political in 
nature, including one calling for the return of exiled political dissidents. This display 
indicates that anti-PAP displays are tolerated at a small scale; what would not be 
tolerated would be anything seen to incite the untouchable race/religion 
boundaries (as well as other themes). 
Therefore, the ‘Free Market’ is both a legitimate protest of joined-up collaboration, 
and of circumstance: it is also not a protest at all. These groups have to come 
together at the same time, in the same place (because there simply are no other 
physical spaces). In many contexts, gathering in a park on a Sunday without a stated 
cause or cohesive message would not be read as ‘resistance’. In Singapore, though, 
where such gatherings are extremely rare and must (mostly) be pre-registered (and 
approved), simply showing up (rather than going to the air-conditioned mall) has 
an element of wry subversion. Perhaps Cresswell’s (1996) version of transgression 




Market’ is a display of geographical deviancy, but does not directly challenge the 
state (and therefore will not be able to result in any specific change).  
Hong Lim Park is a tense space in that it is both a space of possibility that does not 
exist elsewhere in Singapore, and also a highly limiting, restricted space: it is a pan-
opticon, as Foucault (1995) may have called it, monitored and controlled by 
authorities and overlooked by tall, glassy buildings. Dissent is focused within safe 
boundaries, allowed at Speakers’ Corner because it is not permitted elsewhere 
(where it might be more disruptive). Still, the scale of activism enabled outside at 
Hong Lim Park has the ability to gain attention – both within and outside of 
Singapore – that is capable of making headlines, and, therefore, has more potential 
to induce change than any space indoors. It is a space for representation, even if it 
is also a represented space (Lefebvre, 1991[1974]).  
The potential for Hong Lim Park allowing transformative cultural activism is 
illustrated in the example of ‘Pink Dot’, a gay rights gathering (protest?) held each 
summer, coinciding with the international ‘Pride’ movements, that has become 
large and visible enough to generate a loud debate within (and outside) of 
Singapore. This debate has prompted authorities to revisit anti-gay legislation (or 
at least, has brought gay rights into a higher profile in state-society discourse). 
 
Figure 38: Activists forming alliances in outdoor space: ‘Really Really Free Market’, Hong Lim Park 




There are mixed opinions on the sort of emancipatory ‘spaces of hope’ that Hong 
Lim Park may (or may not) enable to emerge out of the cultural-activist landscape. 
Some activists and artists that I interviewed seemed to genuinely appreciate the 
possibilities allowed by Hong Lim Park and simply having such a designated space 
for expression, but most agreed that the space alone is not enough, and must be 
complemented by other openings, elsewhere. One activist seemed to find 
Speakers’ Corner convenient due to its size and function, but otherwise had no 
strong attachments to the place: 
‘… I organise [an anti-rape event] – I’m always looking for spaces. I mean 
it’s great that we have Hong Lim Park, to some extent – it’s a public 
gathering space – but, you need to complement public work with private 
work as well. And that’s when we need, more closed spaces, more safe 
spaces, where smaller groups of people can come together, and it would be 
slightly more intimate, I guess’ (interview with feminist activist, February, 
2013).  
Other voices were more sceptical, and cynical, of Speakers’ Corner as a legitimate 
space for possibility, but envision it more as a gestural space, emasculated of its 
true radical potential by authoritarian restrictions. A senior Singaporean architect I 
interviewed, herself involved in shaping many notable spaces in the city-state, took 
a rather negative view: 
‘… They tried to make it a park but there are too many restrictions. It’s a 
public space, but it is not really utilized the way it could be utilized. 




An author known for open criticism of the People’s Action Party likewise brought 
up Speakers’ Corner as an example of the (im)possibility of the openness-of space 
in the city-state, calling it an example of ‘space’ and ‘no space’. A comparison was 
made between the safe, contained space of Hong Lim Park and the (likewise) safe, 
contained space of the arts: 
‘… Speakers’ corner. This is a very good example of space and no space.  
So here is Speakers’ corner – it’s allotted. So a place where the government 
thinks, won’t give too much trouble. But Look at how the space is 
constrained! You cannot use a voice amplifier; you have to register, in other 




So the space is used for, um, things, people go there, no harm. The 
government is very scared of releasing – of allowing liberties – when large 
groups are involved. 
Which is why, you know, in the arts, they actually allow the staging of plays 
that criticise the government … 
But the government is very clever. Because it is isolated. It is limited, 
isolated, limited both in time and space, and number of people. Arts 
festivals. The literary festival. Film festivals. After that, people go away’ 
(interview, author and social critic, November, 2012).  
 
What is missing from Speakers’ Corner is a sense of joined-up cohesiveness and a 
unified mission or cause, as was the case in Paternoster Square for the ‘Occupy 
London’ encampment. Nor are there permanent displays or placards that help to 
define and set the tone for the park (other than the signs at each end stating the 
rules and restrictions). It is all very ad-hoc and pop-up, which I think raises questions 
about how transformative, and how emancipatory, the space can actually be. 
Indeed, real protest and social action takes time, and must acquire a sense of 
permanence. If there are coalitions that form in these places, they are largely 
unplanned, spur of the moment, and temporary – groups disband, literally, as the 
afternoon monsoon rains begin, heading off in all directions, many searching for 
the nearest MRT underground station.  
These are thus contained gatherings, possible only where and when they do not 
overstep the ‘out of bounds’ markers and do not present an actual, disruptive 
threat. In this sense, they are also co-opted by the state. Adding to the complexity 
is that there is always a degree of self-censorship at public events and in the public 
realm in Singapore – people may be less eager to add their names to a list-serve or 
petition (even if there are no consequences for doing so). Indeed, Foucault 
theorised of the self-censorship in such pan-opticons. All public squares may be 
monitored, surveilled spaces to some degree, but particularly so in central 
Singapore. 
Therefore, what is possible is only a representation of resistance, not the sort of 
joined-up, disruptive action that Soja (2010) and Harvey (2001a and b, 2012) argued 
is necessary in the seeking of social justice and reclamation of the ‘commons’. The 
use of transgression, therefore, is also questionable, since it remains generally 




tacit approval from state (or private) authorities. Even ‘trespass’, here, can be re-
imagined. Where breaking into an off-limits space is impossible, can using a 
shopping mall for exploratory art be ‘trespassing’ on the spaces of consumption? 
In summary, Hong Lim Park/Speakers’ Corner has many limitations. Yet, it allows a 
scale, a centrality, and a visibility for gatherings and activism not possible elsewhere 
in Singapore and thus represents an opening (‘wormhole’). It has the capability to 
induce a nationwide discussion, generate international headlines, and to force the 
political elite to reconsider their policies. This is partly due to the symbolic 
importance attached to the very idea of centrality, even if Speakers’ Corner is only 
a representation of a true ‘agora’. Therefore, Hong Lim Park must be envisioned 
above indoor space in terms of its possibilities (and potential) to be a space of hope. 
Thus, I add a twist to the existing literature on public space by suggesting that public 
space plays an important role even if it is not true public space (as defined by 
authors such as Mitchell, 1995, 2003). Simply by providing a space for 
representation provides a powerful tool in Singapore, where such spaces are 
limited. ‘Represented’ and ‘representative’ space (Lefebvre, 1991[1974]) therefore 
merge in a sort of ‘third way’: ‘Pink Dot’, even if just a symbolic gathering, has 
changed the discourse on gay rights in Singapore by its very representation, which 
has been re-printed and re-broadcasted around the world and through social 
media.  
 
7.2 ‘Art-Museum-Post’ Becomes ‘ArtPost’: 
Curating ‘Artivism,’ Outside  
 
‘…Because for us, art is really meant to create change’ (Interview, Curator, 
‘ArtPost’, December 2012). 
 
Helping to organise the ‘Really, Really Free Market’ (which is advertised via social 
media such as Facebook and Twitter) are an arts-curatorial team called ‘ArtPost’ 
who have, in the past, both produced and sponsored critical artworks and 
exhibitions. Like so many key players in my thesis, they are keystone members of 
the ‘arts generation cohort’ – both in their late 30s/early 40s, having grown up in 




the curators ran a flexible gallery, meeting, performance, and social space in Little 
India called ‘Art-Museum-Post’: a crucial indoor node and focus point of 
Singapore’s cultural activist ecosystem. As a private gallery (as opposed to a state-
supported theatre space), ‘Art-Museum-Post’ was (mostly) free from the 
censorship and restrictions that accompany state-funded spaces (such as The 
Substation).  
‘Art-Museum-Post’ had no particular mission statement, but the curators stressed 
that they wanted to stay one step ahead of ‘what was safe’ in terms of the arts in 
Singapore’s so-called ‘renaissance’: 
‘… At the junction of the ‘renaissance city,’ you see that a lot of things are 
‘so called’ improving, when actually the situation – we’re [sic] not actually 
progressing. Right? In a lot of ways, it has become more, more safe, and 
more, and actually increasingly … with how it was going it did not matter 
whether it affected anybody at all. You know? Because things had really 
shifted within that few years. And kind of the idea of Art-Museum-Post was 
to re-think that particular position, right?’ (interview with ‘Artpost’, 
December, 2012).  
 
Many of the interviews I conducted with other Singaporeans came back, at one 
point or another, to ‘Art-Museum-Post’, and how this (indoor) place had been so 
important for various artistic and activist movements as a place of networking and 
encounter. Some of Singapore’s earliest ‘Gay Pride’ events were held at ‘Art-
Museum-Post’, critical artworks were often displayed there, and, where a particular 
exhibition had been rejected elsewhere in Singapore, chances are it had a home at 
‘Art-Museum-Post’, no questions asked.  
‘Art-Museum-Post’/ ‘ArtPost’ was the purest example I could find in Singapore of 
the joining-together of artists and activists. One of the last events that was held at 
‘Art-Museum-Post’ before it closed was what the curators called an ‘activist care 
centre’, a playful twist on the many after-school ‘tuition centres’ that are 
commonplace in Singapore’s shopping malls, preparing students rigorously for tests 
and university. The curators cobbled together the activist community for an 
exhibition on the history of civil society in Singapore. Central to this history of 
Singaporean activism, they showed, was art, and the way that art could be 




‘… When we left [‘Art-Museum-Post’] space, the last activity we had was we 
looked at the history of civil society in Singapore, and actually, because civil 
society in Singapore is the only thing, the different kind of mix that we threw 
into our curatorial book. You know if artists didn’t believe that art could 
change your life, civil society still did throughout a number of years.  
… you strip it down and look at methods, and strategies, and look at the 
way that people think, that’s a very interesting part … 
… we actually felt that it was a very beautiful thing that all of civil society 
could actually work together and understand through a particular space 
and the kind of locations that they can relate to and have strategies that …  
so actually that is quite interesting. We find it, from the project we did, uh, 
activists came and, it was just touching a little bit on civil society history in 
Singapore.  
A mix of civil society – ‘Activist Care Centre.’ It was just a pun, you know, 
because they are so tired, so fatigued from so much paperwork, all their 
campaigning, they need to come to the care centre to learn how to protest, 
learn how to do things, so it’s kind of a pun on the tuition centre idea? 
Because one of the things that we have – do you know tuition centres? 
Where kids go to have extra classes after school? Apparently it’s making a 
lot of money. But – so actually, that kind of tuition centre for activists. Kind 
of – because that’s when we started realizing a lot of things about space – 
whether, is the space closed?’ (interview with ‘ArtPost’ curator, December, 
2012). 
 
‘Art-Museum-Post’ has gone spaceless. They have given up an indoor space (private 
gallery) for a variety of reasons to move onto a bigger, wider, and more 
chameleonic project: curating the entire island to raise awareness of cultural, 
historical, and political issues. In a sense, they are a constantly moving, constantly 
evolving arts-activist ‘Red Cross’, ready to show up for any cause, in any 
space/place, to make people think, to help civil society grow and become more 
cohesive.  
To the curators, being contained within walls (indoors) and moving outside both 
contain possibilities, and that in itself is the impetus for moving inside and outside, 
using fixed space and non-fixed space. One of the curators told me that ‘… [I] think 
having a fixed space or not having a fixed space, they both have a lot of possibilities 
– it’s just which one you want to deal with at a point in time’ (interview, ‘Artpost’, 




‘ArtPost’ uses public spaces/places such as parks and schools to organise activities 
that range from artistic displays with no obvious political theme to very openly 
political events such as recognizing ‘international human rights day’ and ‘Save Bukit 
Brown (cemetery)’. The over-arching aim of ‘ArtPost’s’ activities seemed – based 
on interviews – to be to use art and civil society to re-think, and reconceptualise 
space, and to question how space should be thought about, used, and controlled. 
The curators explained that they, 
‘… set up in spaces and we attempt to change the economic laws. We 
demand that everything inside here be free. And, and we talk about the 
values, qualities, of having to share. That is the only value that we argue 
for’ (interview with ‘Artpost’, December, 2012).  
 
 
The curators told me they were fascinated with the idea of the ‘commons’, 
particularly the Singaporean commons that are ‘disappearing’, such as Bukit Brown 
Cemetery (a cause where they are particularly vocal). This concern for the 
disappearing ‘commons’ reflects recent turns in urban literature, where authors 
such as Harvey (2012) and Scott (2016, forthcoming) have voiced concern over the 
precariousness and disputed nature of the present-day urban, cultural, and natural 
‘commons’.  
The curators did not state that they are allied with one particular group, society, 
alliance, or cause; when they do join coalitions around particular causes, it appears 
(on the surface) to be more of happenstance and a result of close personal 
relationships within Singapore’s small-scale and tightly-connected art-activist 
milieu than of a deliberate movement of social action. Yet, in talking with the 
curators, there was also an undercurrent of social awareness, an unspoken sense 
of social and spatial (in)justice, and a desire to spread ‘awareness’ among the 
Singaporean community. In this sense, ‘Artpost’ shares an approach to many arts 
groups around the world who use art to provoke society to think critically and self-
reflexively. Yet it was harder to discern exactly what the curators were critical of, 
and what their conception of ‘awareness’ was. ‘Awareness’, in this instance, 
seemed to mean something akin to Harvey’s (2001a:410) idea of alternative 
ecological and social relations. The message, therefore, was somewhat conflicted, 




the political and activist spheres was not immediately transparent through 
interviews (but would become a bit clearer later, via digital ethnography).  
The rationale for giving up a gallery space for a ‘spaceless’ existence was also 
somewhat unclear. I gained from anecdotal evidence and research that it was the 
high cost of operating the building that was the driving force in giving it up. The 
curators said there were other reasons as well (perhaps not wanting financial 
problems to come across as a key driver of the decision). Certainly, owning and 
operating a private gallery anywhere is a precarious business, as any small-scale 
gallery owner or curator will attest to in Williamsburg, Brooklyn; Hoxton, London; 
or Hong Kong. Small galleries uproot and relocate (and close down) due to rising 
rents or changing tastes and for a variety of other reasons. The curator-team in 
Singapore illustrated that one of these ‘other’ reasons was simply a desire to adapt 
to the authoritarian state by morphing into a new form, one that is not contained 
by gallery walls. By closing their gallery, the curators were able to in effect, give up 
the burden of ‘place’ and move into an undefined ‘placelessness’ and thereby 
curate the whole island: public space such as Hong Lim Park became temporary and 
pop-up galleries.  
In the words of the curator:  
‘... We, at least me, kind of realised that there was actually a lot of space 
out there – that anyone could use, as long as they could see how they could 
use it – and I’ve always been interested in using different spaces. So for me, 
in a way [our gallery] became, ‘cause I was there every day – it kind of 
became a stale space, because even though it was supposed to be really 
open to the public, you know, anyone could come; it was always really the 
same people who came. Of course, you know the majority of the people 
were the same people.  
 
… I think because we are really using public spaces, mostly, there – I mean 
obviously we will reach out to new people, who wouldn’t go into you know, 
an arts space – um, also we are using other people’s spaces, so we could … 
tap into their crowd as well’ (interview with ‘ArtPost’ Curator, December, 
2012). 
 
On the surface, it can be read that choosing to give up physical space – in this case, 
a private gallery – may be an act of resilience (staying alive and relevant as an 
organisation), resistance (deliberate, joined-up social action), or both: refusing to 




Curating pop-up gatherings and events across a variety of spaces in Singapore takes 
on a transgressive element, as parks, cemeteries, and even shopping malls are used 
in non-traditional, artistic ways. These spaces suddenly morph from simply spaces 
of consumption, or physical manifestations of the neoliberal state, to being 
exploratory and even transgressive spaces. 
The question of whether or not the curators identify strongly as social activists, 
prefer to consider themselves strictly artists, or are comfortable treading the line 
between both, does not have a straightforward, apparent answer and ambiguity 
remains. The curators clearly had trouble affording their gallery space – evident 
from a public ‘crowdfunding’ campaign that was conducted through social media. 
However, it is fair to say that evolving from a fixed gallery to a movable, pop-up sort 
displays a certain flexibility, ingenuity, and creativity: it is both tactical and strategic. 
What is also clear from my observation, participation, and interviews, is how 
important ‘Art-Museum-Post’ and ‘ArtPost’ have been to the wider arts and activist 
community. The team’s relentless movement and involvement in many causes and 
outreach activities, have made them known to seemingly everyone in the activist 
and artistic community, particularly within the ‘Arts Generation’ cohort.  
One poignant example was given during an interview with a women’s rights activist 
who I met (initially) at her table at the ‘Really, Really Free Market’, which was 
covered in anti-rape and anti-sexual harassment pamphlets. We arranged to meet 
some weeks later at the National Library for an interview. I wanted to know how, 
and why, she chose to become an activist, when such a path comes with much 
precariousness and few guarantees in a place like Singapore. Key to her decision, 
she said, was the outreach of ‘Art-Museum-Post’ and later, ‘ArtPost’. She had been 
studying in London in a non-arts field, and was looking to return to Singapore and 
become involved in activism. Art-Museum-Post found her:  
‘… So I was trying to integrate into society once again, and Post Museum 
was that little sanctuary for me that I found.  
Um – that little bit of a socialist, leftist feeling, vibes going on – very 
communal, kind of feeling, even though I was paid shit – ha, it was always 
great to talk to people. And they didn’t just see me as a waiter. The first 
questions that they asked me were, what did you study? What did you do? 
What are your interests? And I told them what I did my research on, and 




And then from then on, they asked me curate a series of events … so I did 
film screenings, I had talks, invited speakers, exhibitions, at their space.  
So when they closed down, I was unfortunately really lost –  
But I think when I first came back, I didn’t know what it was, what I was 
looking for, but when I found Art-Museum-Post, it was definitely a click in 
my head, where it was like, I need to work for this place’ (interview with 
feminist activist, February, 2013).  
 
One of ‘ArtPost’s causes, and a prolific site of outdoor ‘artivism’, is the Bukit Brown 
Cemetery, one of Singapore’s largest remaining undeveloped/historic sites of 
historical, cultural, ethnic, and religious importance. ‘ArtPost’ has been part of the 
coalition to contest the destruction of Bukit Brown, by helping to lead guided 
walking tours of the site and by raising awareness through art displays and social 
media. The fight to ‘Save Bukit Brown’ has galvanised the activist grassroots in a 
scale that few issues have been able to in Singapore’s (short) history. The next 
section will look at what happens when the cultural activist grassroots becomes 
bigger than can possibly be contained in a bounded site such as Speakers’ Corner, 
and will examine the way that Singapore’s commons are being contested, re-
thought, and re-claimed, raising questions about what governable versus un-
governable space might look like in a Singaporean context  
 
7.3 The Battle to ‘Save Bukit Brown’ and the 
Search for the Spiritual: Going ‘Off the 
Pathway’ (and Being ‘Ungoverned?’) 
 
‘As an example I shall take the strange heterotopia of the cemetery’ 
(Foucault, 1984:5). 
‘To emancipate a city, we must take into account the dead, but not become 
possessed by them’ (Pile, 2004:224). 
 
Bukit Brown is a large historic site in Singapore currently in the early stages of 
development from a forested cemetery into a ‘new town’, complete with an MRT 
station and a mix of state (HDB) housing and expensive private housing. ‘Save Bukit 




has emerged as one activist movement with particular traction, as a disparate and 
diverse loose network of residents, artists, tourists, and various affinity groups 
contest the destruction of the site and, more broadly, the appropriation of the built 
environment for consumption-led urban development, in which tourism plays a 
major role. The living face-off against the dead (and their allies) in one of the most 
hotly-contested battles currently underway amidst the reinvigorated activist milieu 
in a Singapore that is rapidly changing: the battle for Bukit Brown represents the 
type of alternative pathways (and urban narratives) that are being claimed by part 
of the local population, backed by visitors, and the ways that such alternative 
narratives are performed in the built environment. 
 
At a macro-scale, it might be argued that this joined-up activism has failed: the site 
is being slowly developed, despite wide grassroots outcry in (and beyond) 
Singapore. Still, underneath this loss are a set of micro-victories that indicate the 
tenacity of the cultural-activist grassroots. 
 
 
Figure 39: Coalition of accidental activists assembled at Bukit Brown Cemetery (from ‘Save Bukit 
Brown’ public Facebook page). 
 
Bukit Brown Cemetery, also known as ‘Kopi’ (coffee) hill, is a 200-hectare site of 




graves. Thus, Bukit Brown is the largest Chinese (ethnic) cemetery outside of China. 
For this reason, as well as its links to the history of Singapore and the wider Chinese 
diaspora, its natural beauty and its environmental diversity, it is a site of significant 
cultural importance, as well as one of the city-state’s largest remaining green 
spaces.  
Bukit Brown exists in other places, too. On a field-walk at the Singapore Museum 
of Art, I came across a video-display that was filmed at Bukit Brown, a not-so-subtle 
memorial to the site’s destruction. Bukit Brown events are held in places such as 
The Substation Theatre and are discussed in university classrooms. As will be 
explored in the next chapter (8), Bukit Brown also appears in the digital realm, as 
both a contested activist issue and a popular tourist site spread via social media. 
Liew and Pang (2015) note the recent proliferation of images of Bukit Brown that 
have appeared across Singaporeans’ social media pages, representing (they argue) 
an important and substantive rejection of the speed and scale of recent urban 
development and presenting an alternative common narrative.  
 
 
Figure 40: Students presenting ‘Bukit Brown’ project at ‘ArtPost’ curated event at local high-school 





However, the potential for Bukit Brown to connect with the heart and soul of 
Singapore may be lacking: it is, as Foucault might notice were he to visit the city-
state, an ‘other’ space, and therefore it cannot become central to every-day life in 
the way that a shopping mall, or a highly-visible, representative space such as 
Speakers’ Corner or Singapore’s Parliament Square might. ‘Occupying’ a cemetery 
is possible, in other words, because it is a cemetery, and not a space of the living, 
of capitalist consumption, or of real threat to authorities. It is not a site of centrality 
with high importance to the everyday city (to bring back some Lefebvrian notions). 
Still, the fact that a coalition has formed that can bridge artists with a variety of 
activists, academics, and those simply interested in preserving Straits-Chinese 
heritage shows promise and represents something not achieved before. If these 
alliances can remain cohesive, they can be transferred elsewhere.  
What does the arts and culture have to do with Bukit Brown? Janice Koh, the actor 
and former ‘Nominated Member of Parliament for the Arts’, explicitly mentioned 
Bukit Brown in her March, 2014 speech to Parliament in which she advocated for 
more spending on the arts: 
‘… Many Singaporeans discovered a new passion for their heritage. Some 
even realised their own family history had lain hidden more or less under 
their noses for decades. The assumption that people will accept 
development at all costs can no longer be taken for granted’ (Janice Koh, 
Speech to Parliament, 4 March, 2014). 
 
Koh argued forcefully that the arts represent the soul, and the need to think outside 
the box, to think about things more existentially and deeper than the day-to-day 
demands of the office or bank account. If this is so, then Bukit Brown represents so 
much more than just a few hundred acres of forest and graves. Indeed, it represents 
an alternative narrative for Singapore, one where hyper-development and the 
creation of market-oriented spaces are de-emphasised in favour of unplanned, 
undeveloped, historic space where it is possible to go ‘off the pathway’ (de Certeau, 
1984).  
Increasingly, the site is also a site of cultural activism / creative resistance, as artists 
(including ‘ArtPost’) take centre stage in uniting a disparate and unusual coalition 




and understanding, the cemetery. ‘ArtPost’, the curatorial group, has been one of 
the curators of guided walking tours of the site, which raise awareness of the site’s 
beauty and historical/cultural significance. Disparate groups ranging from curious 
locals and expatriates to members of the Nature Society to paranormal 
investigators come together to take guided walks of the cemetery, often pausing to 
lament the coming road construction and exhumation of thousands of historic 
graves. In Singapore’s context, though, a careful, reflexive, and nuanced reading 
must not jump to the conclusion that this represents deliberate resistance: the 
question of whether a tour aimed at raising awareness of a threatened historic site 
can be defined as deliberate cultural activism is perhaps part of a larger 
conversation about the changing definition of activism, and ‘activist becoming 
activist’ (Chatterton and Pickerill, 2010) and so I return to the assertion that what 
might be read as activism in Singapore may not be in, say, other places.  
Bukit Brown is far removed from the centrality of the city street or the shopping 
mall, and for this reason, it represents something intangible, far away, and un-
important to many Singaporeans. For the mainstream, it holds little ‘everyday’ 
importance: it is, as I mentioned before, not a site of the living, but of the dead. 
Therefore, a gap exists between the activists struggling to save it and the 
Singaporean mainstream. As long as this gap exists, the government will have no 
urgency to change course. Still, the case of Bukit Brown demonstrates the potential 
of the Singaporean cultural-activist grassroots to grow larger than is often 
portrayed, and to widen itself into a coalition that spans class, occupation, 
ethnicity, and nationality, a type of activist coalition not often found in examples in 
global literature.  
Pile cited Benjamin (1999[1935]) who wrote of how the ‘dead cling like chewing 
gum to the heels of the living’ and thus the ‘… dialectic of history is brought to a 
shocking stand-still’. Bukit Brown, and what it represents, haunts Singapore’s 
modern city-scape: 
‘… Ghosts, we can say, haunt the places where cities are out of joint; out of 
joint in terms of both time and space. They join the living world through 
fissures. They grip the imagination, screaming at the trauma and pain they 






These ghosts of Singapore’s past haunt the modern skyscrapers, the constant 
development, and even the digital spaces where groups on Facebook such as ‘Save 
Bukit Brown’ project images of the dead, which reverberate around the wider 
activist spaces, material and immaterial. 
Construction has begun on a new highway straight through the site, the first step 
of a multi-decade development, resulting in the exhumation of many thousands of 
historic graves. The planned destruction of Bukit Brown has helped to generate a 
strange and loose network of artists, activists, and ‘guerrilla tourists’. ‘Save Bukit 
Brown’ has emerged as one of the most cross-cutting, tenacious, and visible activist 
movements in the city-state’s recent history, capable of allowing alliances to form 
that have not before had such a staging ground around which to coalesce. There 
have been other efforts to save historic buildings and historic sites. The old national 
library building, for example, generated outcry when it was demolished for a new 
road (from interview with Singaporean architect, March, 2013). Yet no historical 
preservation movements have been able to generate as much international 
publicity as ‘Save Bukit Brown’ has. This is partly because of the way that ‘Save Bukit 
Brown’ has utilised social media: the grassroots movement has been able to project 
an image of itself that is much bigger than the site itself. 
The ghosts of Singapore’s past also haunt the authoritarian state’s version of how 
Singapore should be represented and used as a tourism-driven cultural city. Artists, 
naturalists, conservationists, historians, and those curious to experience something 
different meet on mornings and evenings to walk amongst the ghosts, eschewing 
the shopping mall, the casino, and the theme park. A strange network of people 
and practices has formed in a strange place.  
The large size of the site and its ‘other’ status – a spiritual site, a site of the non-
living – allow it to host spontaneous gatherings and activities that do not often 
occur in Singapore. One anecdotal example of the emancipatory (and spontaneous) 
potential of Bukit Brown (that I learned about on one of the walking tours I joined) 
was the occurrence of a raucous moonlit rave, held on the site of the largest and 
most ornate grave in the cemetery well into the early morning one hot night. This 
rave was spread wholly via word of mouth – text messages and Facebook posts. By 
literally dancing on the grave of one the nation’s most eminent (and wealthy) 




space. The moonlight grave-rave was only one of many examples of the way that 
the cemetery has led to practices which have gathered various individuals and 
groups that may not otherwise have joined together.  
The ‘Save Bukit Brown’ movement began as a collective response to the cemetery’s 
impending destruction through the joined-up organising of historic 
preservationists, environmentalists, Taoist groups, artists, as well as a few 
academics from the NUS. The movement started a Facebook page and Twitter 
account in 2011 and slowly gained followers; tours were organised (usually held 
once or twice a week), and community forums were held at venues around 
Singapore (including The Substation). The movement continued to grow, 
culminating in a petition in 2012/2013 that gathered many thousands of signatures 
aimed at halting the site’s development.  
Some members of this loose network of ‘Bukit Brown’ allies have a direct, personal 
link to this space, as they may have family members buried there (or who have had 
their graves exhumed), or in more indirect ways feel connected to these few 
hundred acres. Other members are connected in a more spiritual way (adherents 
to Chinese folk religion, Taoism, paranormal societies). The arts community 
features heavily and plays a large role in organising events. These artists range from 
those interested in the cemetery’s ceramics legacy to members of Singapore’s 
critical arts/art-activist community who often coordinate outdoor gatherings and 
performances. Alongside these players are people just taking part, such as tourists 
who may have found out about the site via blogs, social media, or travel sites such 
as TripAdvisor and may only visit the site once. These accidental, temporary 
members of the network who may only join briefly, by ‘liking’ a Facebook page or 
post, writing a TripAdvisor review or recommending the site to another tourist, are 
nonetheless part of the crucial ‘glue’ holding the wider movement together, 
because of their ability to spread awareness outside of the city-state. 
‘Save Bukit Brown’ has gained attention from the national and international press, 
as well as from organisations such as UNESCO and the World’s Monuments Fund 
(WMF)9 – based in New York – which put Bukit Brown on its ‘watch list’ for 2014 
and is closely monitoring developments there. TripAdvisor, the travel site, listed 
                                                          




Bukit Brown as a top attraction in Singapore (13 out of 318 reviewed attractions, as 
of August 2014) with all but two reviews as ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’.10 The listing 
of the cemetery on the World Monument’s Fund’s ‘Watch List’ (as well as the 
hundreds of ‘TripAdvisor’ reviews) fuel a counter-movement: a ‘guerrilla tourism’ 
that goes off the pathway (see Luger, 2016forthcoming). While the state promotes 
the nearby Singapore Botanic Gardens, the grassroots asserts its right to heritage 
and the historical commons.  
Bukit Brown offers a material space large and unregulated enough for urges of 
dissent to manifest, something not often possible in the Singaporean street, park, 
or (as demonstrated earlier), the central square. For Singaporean ‘artivists’, Bukit 
Brown is exactly the kind of outdoor space that ‘Hong Lim Park’ is not: relatively un-
governed, open, and full of possibilities. ‘ArtPost’ explained, in an interview, why 
they were drawn to using Bukit Brown as part of their island-wide curatorial 
activities: 
‘… That’s why Bukit Brown became kind of an ArtPost thing, for us – we, I 
guess we are looking at spaces which had various possibilities for us. And 
Bukit Brown was particularly significant as a space already … as opposed to 
… Speakers’ Corner’ (interview, ‘ArtPost’, December, 2012).  
 
A walk through Bukit Brown (instead of the nearby Singapore Botanic Gardens) may 
thus be interpreted as being an activist and simply by crawling under vines and over 
old gravestones, a visitor performs resistance and contestation (albeit perhaps 
unconsciously) by going ‘off the pathway’ (bringing to mind de Certeau, 1984) and 
making the effort to find the tucked-away, hard-to-find cemetery entrance.  
As part of my research, I walked around Bukit Brown many times. On some 
occasions, I went along on official walking tours sponsored by ‘ArtPost’ and ‘Save 
Bukit Brown’, where volunteers known as ‘Brownies’ pointed out sites of interest. 
We paused at historical graves, discussed the flora and fauna, and also lamented 
the coming development. We marvelled at the natural beauty, and stared sadly at 
the upturned dirt marking those graves that have already been exhumed. On 
another occasion (as part of my participatory observation) I myself led a walking 
                                                          
10 http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/Attraction_Review-g294265-d2547770-Reviews-




tour of Bukit Brown with some NUS graduate students and staff. Therefore, I 
became part of the coalition, momentarily allied with Singapore’s disparate 
grassroots ‘artivist’ strategic alliance.  
 
7.3.1 Going ‘Off the Pathway’: A Walk in Bukit Brown  
 
 Place: Bukit Brown Cemetery (Singapore) 
Date: February, 2013 
Time: 3pm 
 
On one occasion, I walked around the paved pathway that encircles this site, with 
a colleague that I brought for company. We did not talk; we observed the birds in 
the trees and felt the humidity of the afternoon paste our t-shirts to our chests. 
When we saw a grave of interest, we walked up to it and try to interpret the rich 
carvings on it, which are often Confucian fables of filial piety. We were observers 
and participants, and, in some ways, also activists. By being here, taking pictures, 
and writing about it, we were helping to raise awareness of this site, and helping to 
protest its destruction. We were not in an air-conditioned mall. We were not at the 
Singapore Botanical Gardens. Therefore, we were not doing what we were 
supposed to be doing, according to the official narrative and expectations of 
tourism promotion authorities. We were transgressing.  
A woman on a horse came by (as depicted on Figure 41, next page). She was a 
member of the Singapore Polo Club, which is located nearby, and often uses the 
cemetery to exercise the horses. She was part of the strange network of people who 







Figure 41: Horse/rider from Singapore Polo Club, part of Bukit Brown’s ‘strange coalition’ 
(author’s photo, taken December, 2012). 
 
Other members of this loose network, observed on this and other research walks 
(at different times of the day), include what I have termed: spiritualists (who come 
to connect with their ancestors); gamblers (who come at night to ask for favour 
from their ancestors); Chinese family members (who perform Qing Ming, and other 
graveside ceremonies, and offer gifts to those deceased); tourists (the American 
couple walking ahead of me, holding a map and taking pictures, who may have 
heard about this place from TripAdvisor); joggers (who take advantage of the 
traffic-free pathways and rolling topography); activists (in ‘official’ groups, such as 
‘Save Bukit Brown’); environmentalists (who are concerned with the loss of habitat 
for indigenous species, including birds and monkeys); artists (who help to run tours 
of the site and also represent Bukit Brown in their art, ranging from photography 
to abstract displays at the museums); academics (such as myself, and staff 
members at NUS, who now use Bukit Brown as part of the core Geography 
curriculum); and ghost hunters and paranormal investigators (who come at night, 
in the dark, and try to connect with the non-living).  
Conceptualising Bukit Brown as an activist and counter space (and guerrilla tourist 
site), I point to Foucaultian notions of governmentality (1991), and thus present 




discussion of governable/non-governable space in Section 2.2.2 of the thesis 
literature review).   
In N. Rose’s (1999) conception of ‘governable space’, power operates largely 
through the creation of spaces as ‘… a matter of defining boundaries, rendering that 
within them visible, assembling information about that which is included, and 
devising techniques to mobilize the forces and entities thus revealed’ (33). These 
spaces, in turn, ‘… make new kinds of experiences possible, producing new modes 
of perception … they are modalities in which a real and material governable world 
is composed, terraformed and populated’ (32). And thus, ‘the creation of 
governable spaces is also the creation of governable subjects’.  
Envisioning Bukit Brown as a non-governable space, I also propose that those taking 
part in ‘Save Bukit Brown’ are non-governed subjects, free to assemble in strange 
and novel ways that are not possible elsewhere in Singapore (and are certainly not 
possible in ‘official’ tourist spaces such as the Botanic Gardens). Bukit Brown then 
becomes more than a cemetery: it becomes the most open space of outdoor 
activism in the city-state and a site of possibility, a spatial rejection of the glossy 
promotions sent out via official tourist channels. Therefore, it is also, by proxy, a 






Figure 42: Bukit Brown on ‘World Monuments Watch’ List for 2014 (from ‘Save Bukit Brown’ 
Facebook page, 2014). 
 
However, I ask whether Bukit Brown is truly ‘ungoverned’: it is also a bounded space 
with many limitations and impossibilities. Despite the activist activities and small 
concessions and compromises from state planners (such as the construction of a 
‘wildlife bridge’ over a stream), destruction of the site is continuing. Construction 
equipment invades more of the site each day and policy-makers have not changed 
course significantly with plans to turn the site, eventually, into an urban extension. 
On a return visit, a year later in 2014, I found the cemetery almost unrecognisable 
due to construction barriers and fencing. More recently, according to photos on 
social media, the cemetery is barely accessible at all due to the construction.  
An even bigger (and perhaps more controversial) question also emerges: is the sort 




domain of those with time, resources, and the intellectual / cultural capital to make 
a hobby of visiting ‘out of the way’ places? The social media and ‘TripAdvisor’ 
conduits through which ‘Save Bukit Brown’ resonated are the domain of a particular 
subset of the populace: as Habermas (1989) described the (then-emerging) digital 
realm as part of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’, which is ‘privately owned and 
operated for profit’, and in which ‘…subordinated social groups lack equal access to 
the material means of equal participation’ (from Fraser, 1990:64-65). Migrant 
labourers, for example, are not part of the network to save Bukit Brown. They are, 
however, part of the construction teams involved in its destruction.  
Along these lines also emerges the question about the Chinese-ness of the site, and 
the implications of this for Singapore’s other ethnic groups and how this then 
positions the site within the state’s careful racial/ethnic narrative. How can, or 
should, a site important to the Singapore Chinese galvanise a truly cross-cutting 
grassroots coalition? Does the broader historical importance supersede ethno-
centrism?  
Other important questions emerge such as, what is more important – housing for 
Singaporean (at a time when the cost of living is higher than ever), or an historical 
green space? What happens in real world situations where the ‘right to the city’ 
clashes with the ‘right to cultural heritage?’ For many Singaporeans, Bukit Brown is 
simply too abstract and removed from daily life to become an issue, or place, 
capable of connecting with the majority of the population and inducing real change. 
One interview participant, a satirical local author, summed up how he thinks most 
Singaporeans feel about Bukit Brown, based on a number of conversations he had 
with friends on the topic: 
‘… shit, I don’t care?! What do I care! It’s just a cemetery, they’re all dead! 
Right? I’ve got my rice bowl to think about! I’ve got my house to think 
about! I’ve got my car payments to think about! I don’t give a shit about the 
dead people!’ (interview, author, December, 2012).  
 
Bukit Brown activism then cannot be considered a grassroots victory, but rather, a 
place of micro-victories. In addition to the ‘wildlife bridge’ added to the site, 
connections have been made between tourists and a wide group of normally 
unrelated activists (and non-activists) that may outlast Bukit Brown itself. Even 




long enough for thousands to visit the site, people who would not have otherwise 
visited. The movement also induced an important (national) conversation about 
how Singapore will deal with its remaining sites of cultural history going forward, 
perhaps giving rise to a more consultative development process, and a permanently 
more critical, more aware local community. Activism with regards to Bukit Brown 
cannot be evaluated therefore based on ‘winning’ or ‘losing’, but rather the 
possibility that momentum will continue, whether, as Solnit (2005) theorises, you 
cannot stop the ‘spring’ of activism once it has begun. In the hopeful words of an 
interview participant,  
‘… So even if they lose? The fight to save Bukit Brown – and it’s not really a 
total win or loss situation, there can be some compromise –but even if you 
don’t exactly win in the fight, just as through the long years of the iron 
curtain countries, it creates the material for the art and literature to come. 
And the audience for it’ (interview, blogger, and activist, January, 2013). 
 
Therefore, as the cemetery disappears (it is being cleared as we speak), the 
compelling question emerges of how, where, and in what forms the activism 
momentum will continue, and how it could impact other sites and policy areas in 
Singapore. Whether art-activist networks fighting to ‘Save Bukit Brown Cemetery’ 
are indicative of the Singaporean cultural grassroots’ potential to truly induce 
transformative policy shifts is unclear, but it offers a hint of the tactics and 
strategies that can be used to open up space for a new debate. The ability of Bukit 
Brown to galvanise attention internationally (through TripAdvisor, global 
newspapers, and across global social media) tells a wider story about the potential 
for coalitions and alliances to come together around other issues (and other 
material places) in Singapore.  
Therefore, despite its limitations, as a ‘space of encounter’, Bukit Brown takes on 
particular importance as a place where these various coalitions can interact with 
one another in a way not possible elsewhere in Singapore. The various affinity 
groups, seemingly unrelated (artists, a polo club, and ghost investigator, for 
example), are thereby brought together and a new set of social relations is formed 
by the space, (for example, my lasting friendships with those I met on site tours) 




To conclude, the case of Bukit Brown demonstrates both the possibilities and 
limitations of outdoor spaces as sites of activism in Singapore, capable of bringing 
together groups that would not come together indoors, and allowing those groups 
normally isolated behind walls and barriers (real or immaterial) to join in an 
‘ungoverned’ manner – yet ultimately failing to induce a policy shift. Still, Bukit 
Brown is part of the growing momentum of cultural activism in spreading 
awareness of things beyond commercial value and the intrinsic value of ‘place’, and 
is an important step in the re-appropriation of place away from top-down, hyper-
planned forms. Bukit Brown, as a reflective heterotopia, has allowed a coming 
together of popular sentiment that represents not only a connection to history but 
also a rejection of Singapore’s capitalist, postmodern cityscape: 
‘… it represents precisely this anti-steel and glass ethos that has been 
gradually gaining ground’ (interview, blogger and activist, January, 2013).  
 
 
Figure 43: Land Transport Authority (LTA) sign at Bukit Brown, showing where to go to register for 







7.4 The ‘Awaken the Dragon Festival’: The Arts 
Connects with the Community, Outside  
 
The ‘Awaken the Dragon Ceramics Festival’ was perhaps a more prosaic and 
mainstream attempt for the arts community (again, led in part by ‘ArtPost’) to 
connect with the ‘everyday’ Singaporean community in a way that Bukit Brown was 
not be able to. Through a participatory arts exercise involving a cross-section of 
more than 3,000 Singaporeans, ‘Awaken the Dragon’ was by all accounts a success. 
Where previous activist efforts have failed, ‘Awaken’ resulted in so much positive 
press that the historic Jalan Bahar clay studios have been saved from destruction. 
However, this festival requires a closer reading: can it be read as cultural activism 
at all? Or is it simply a state-directed, emasculated nation-building activity that 
presented no real challenge, no real threat? Was its success just a gesture? Or, does 
it represent a further example of how the ‘dragon’ (of grassroots cultural activism) 
has been ‘awakened’, and the ways that art, the grassroots, and urban space can 
join together to shift state policy? 
The Jalan Bahar clay studios, where the ‘dragon kiln’ is located, is situated on the 
fringe of Singapore, some 10 miles away from the city-centre, adjacent to the 
(growing) campus of the Nanyang Technological University. At the clay studios, in 
an open-air space with a ceiling canopy, is the last-operating dragon-kiln in 
Singapore. Dragon kilns are a spatial function of historic Chinese ceramics, which 
were endemic to Singapore until the 20th century. The kiln functions when it is filled 
with small clay pieces and then fired to a high temperature. ‘Firing the kiln’ takes 
many people and requires months of preparation, as the kiln must be cleaned 
before and after. The dragon kiln, and the Jalan Bahar studios, were slated to be 
demolished and redeveloped as the nearby Nanyang Technological University 
expands. A coalition of artists, activists, and community participants joined 
together in 2012-2013 to fire the kiln, and to raise awareness of the kiln and its 
threatened destruction through the staging of a large participatory public art 
project. 
The ‘Awaken the Dragon Festival’ was conceived by a small network of 
artists/curators ‘over a dinner conversation’ (festival curator, February, 2014) held 




community to the historical arts, by filling the last operating ‘dragon kiln’ in 
Singapore with thousands of clay pieces to be fired in a celebration, and, in doing 
so, to raise awareness of a piece of Singapore’s history. As the festival’s head 
curator explained to me in an interview,  
‘… One of us said that we should fire the kiln. And I was the only ceramics 
person there, and I said you know, yea, cool idea, but, that kiln is so big that 
you won’t be able to fill it up – not even all the potters in Singapore! Not 
even if we got all the artists to come together – we would still not be able 
to fill up the kiln. So I said we would need to get thousands and thousands 
of people involved’ (interview, festival curator, March, 2013). 
 
Thus, out of a conversation that occurred due to the alliance of a ceramics artist 
with artist-activists, the idea of the festival was born. What occurred next was a 
wide outreach to the community. Festival curators and an army of volunteers 
advertised a series of ceramic workshops that were inexpensive to attend (10 Sing. 
dollars) and held at various locations around Singapore, including housing estates 
and small cafes (such as the Pigeonhole, an arts café in the Chinatown/Tanjong 
Pagar area that closed in 2013). At these workshops, a history of traditional 
ceramics was given and participants were able to make small objects, which were 
then collected, numbered, photographed, and brought to the dragon kiln to be 
fired during the festival. Eventually, all clay objects would be put on display at the 
National Museum of Singapore, thereby showcasing a participatory art exercise for, 
and by, the wider community.  
I participated in one such workshop, held at the Pigeonhole café in December, 
2012. With whimsy and perhaps a whiff of subversion, I created a clay ‘Marina Bay 
Sands’ – Singapore’s iconic (and much-maligned) waterfront hotel and casino mega 
structure – which I then gave to festival organisers to be fired in the kiln.  
On a rainy day in January, I attended the firing of the kiln. A bus and taxi ride took 
me to Jalan Bahar, comprised of a few low-slung structures with tin roofs. In a 
covered courtyard was the dragon kiln, breathing fire, about 50 feet long. Several 
hundred people were assembled; some were helping to feed wood and to fan the 






Figure 44: Cross-section of Singaporeans taking place in the ‘Awaken the Dragon’ Festival (author’s 
photo, taken January, 2013). 
 
There were food and drink stalls set up, and a series of rotating presentations, 
where invited speakers (both Singaporean and foreign) described their art-work 
and the nature of their participation in the festival. I recognised a number of 
familiar faces I had encountered elsewhere in art-activist activities and events in 
Singapore, confirming my belief that the cultural activist is small and tightly-
connected, and also confirming my conclusion that there is a particularly fine-line 
between pure ‘art’ and ‘activist-art’. 
 A few months later, in March (2013), I went to the festival’s exhibition at the 
National Museum of Singapore to see my clay creation on display along with 
thousands of other little pieces of the city-state. By handling Singaporean clay and 
creating a little, imperfect piece, I had situated myself within Singapore’s national 






Figure 45: Thesis author, with his (subversive?) contribution to ‘Awaken the Dragon’, displayed at 
the National Museum (photo taken by Museum staff, March, 2013). 
 
‘Feeling the land’ was an essential aim of the project, highly symbolic in an island-
nation where land is highly contested, where Singapore’s spatial restrictions have 
defined the nation’s evolution over 50 years. As the city-state reclaims land from 
the sea to expand its port and financial districts, participatory art in which 
thousands handle Singaporean clay is a potent metaphor charged with meaning. 
The activity allows festival participants, who span age, class, and ethnic and cultural 
background, to handle the same Singapore clay, thus promoting nation-building in 
a grassroots sense: 
‘When you are actually feeling the land, there is no – ah, there’s no grey 
area. Here’s no, oh, but the Chinese culture in Singapore is influenced by 
China, or whatever, you know, or Malay culture is actually part of Malaysia, 
and not us – there is none of that. 
 
The land is Singapore. It is as straightforward as it is. … for us it was, we 
want people to hold Singapore. To make something out of the land’ 
(interview with artist contributing to festival, January, 2013).  
 
As a participatory, grassroots activity that brought thousands of Singaporeans 
together, ‘Awaken the Dragon’ succeeded in a way that many top-down arts 




the stated aims of Singapore’s ‘Global City for the Arts’ agenda, which calls for a 
nation of art lovers and for ‘Art and culture, everywhere, everyday’ (Arts and Culture 
Strategic Review, Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth, 2012).  
At the same time, there is a subtle subversion in the grassroots moulding of clay 
objects that is not immediately evident. On the surface, this may not even be read 
as activism, or seem to have a cultural-activist message or theme. The fact that the 
dragon kiln was surrounded by the encroaching construction of the city-state’s 
urban expansion, itself slated for destruction, meant that ‘firing the kiln’ was, in a 
sense, an act of rebellion against the state’s development plans. A micro-resistance, 
perhaps, but a resistance all the same. Lefebvre (1974) wrote of ‘seething forces’ 
that lie beneath the power structure of the city: the kiln, filled with thousands of 
clay objects, firing so bright the sky lit up, very much represented seething (fire-
breathing) force.  
The popularity of the festival gained much national attention, but just as much 
international attention – always important in Singapore, where state leaders are 
highly-conscious of external reputation and often craft policy based on perceived 
global currents and trends. This international attention was partly due to the 
inclusion of several foreign artists in the festival, a result of personal friendships 
and working collaborations within the curatorial team.  
The result of the festival was the stoppage of the destruction of the dragon kiln and 
a change in the development trajectory for the site, at least for the next several 
years. This result can be read as a victory of sorts, the result of art influencing (and 
changing) policy, and the use of art to re-think and re-conceptualise a space and 
place. The widespread publicity and popular success of the festival resulted not only 
in additional funding for the festival to become an annual, longer-term event, 
(indicating sustainability), but also resulted in the preservation of the clay studios 










‘Singapore looks to fire up dragon kilns again 
31 January 2013 Last updated at 05:13 GMT 
Singapore was once home to more than 20 so-called dragon kilns. Full of 
fire and some 40 metres long, they were used to make a special kind of 
pottery. 
But as demand for the cups and pots they produced dwindled, the kilns fell 
out of use and most were torn down. 
Now, after 30 years, a community art project is awakening the dragon.’ (The 
BBC News, 2013).  
 
Figure 46: BBC News Report on the ‘Awaken the Dragon Festival’ (2013). 
 
In an interview, I prompted the festival curator to consider whether or not there 
was an anti-development, or indeed any pointed, critical message underpinning the 
festival. She stated this was not the case; that the festival was purely about raising 
awareness of an historical art form and to bring members of the community to 
making art that ordinarily would not: 
‘… There was no subtle message behind it. It was just very straightforward; 
we want to raise awareness, right. So how are we gonna do it. The best 
thing to do is to fire it up! Get people excited. To fire it up, we need lots of 
people involved. And also, we need people who know what to do. So there’s 
the international part that came in. 
Of course, the urgency was driven by the fact that we don’t know what is 
going to happen to it – it might get demolished – but that’s not the, the 
driving force, I guess. The driving force is getting as many people as 
possible to know about it. The urgency though was probably driven by 
that. Is it – to me its separate. Is it separate to you?’ (interview, Festival 
curator, February, 2014).  
On the one hand, this was a straightforward art activity with no political message. 
On the other hand, there was an ‘urgency’ to raise awareness about a piece of 
artistic heritage threatened by development, and by making art participatory 
through grassroots networks, change was induced: not only was there widespread 




Therefore, a closer reading may be necessary. The ‘Awaken the Dragon’ festival 
may not have been a deliberate act of protest, but symbolically, an artistic 
grassroots was ‘awakened’. The kiln festival could only be successful with enough 
participants: if the kiln did not have enough clay objects, it would not have 
functioned properly. This can be seen, metaphorically, to represent wider cultural 
activism in Singapore. The kiln’s examples of participatory art-making also revisits 
the question posed earlier of what Singapore-style art-led activism looks like: 
something as subtle as community-firing of a ceramics kiln may actually be a form 
of activism, whether intended to be so or not. The act of showing up to a dragon 
kiln, far from the shopping mall or the city-centre, on a rainy day, is perhaps 
subversive in its own way: a small act of resistance. In a city-state where, as 
Foucault (1979) might observe, power is (almost) everywhere, it does not take a 
staged protest to contest and challenge this power. The city-state’s change of 
course on the site’s development is significant when such changes are very rare.  
Yet the festival’s success can also be read as gestural towards, even complicit with, 
authoritarian aims – it fits within national ideology and arts policy, there was 
nothing overtly political or critical about it, and in no way did it directly challenge 
authority. The ‘victory’ of saving the dragon-kiln from development may be 
attributed more so to the site being far enough removed from the city-centre that 
it is not immediately required for development rather than due to the publicity 
generated by the arts festival. The question remains unresolved whether the state 
views a critically-minded, engaged artistic grassroots as a desired and necessary by-
product of Singapore’s re-orientation as a ‘cultural city’ and therefore, whether 
there is actually a space for the artistic grassroots to challenge state orthodoxy and 
emerge as a valid critical voice. Singapore state arts policy promotes these sort of 
nation-building activities, particularly those viewed as good for ethnic/cultural 
cohesion and Singapore’s national heritage (see the Arts and Culture Strategic 
Review, MCCY, 2012). By this reading, the ‘Awaken the Dragon Festival’ is complicit 
with state policy aims. But my personal experience shows that many involved were 
opposed to the state urban development agenda, and that some involved in 
‘Awaken the Dragon’ had also been involved in more oppositional, more critical 
movements elsewhere in Singapore. Secondly, if the spirit of ‘Awaken the Dragon’ 




am thinking here of Bukit Brown) then it might become more challenging to the 
state.  
Therefore, the ‘Awaken the Dragon Festival’ can be read a number of ways, and 
represents a hazy and rather ambiguous example of art-led activism: is it Zukin’s 
(2009:49) conception of ‘culture as control’ where the performance of art becomes 
an emasculated, non-threatening activity, reinforcing national aims? (Zukin uses 
the example of Disneyland/ ‘Disney-fication’ to make this point, and there are more 
than a few Disney-esque places in Singapore). Or, does ‘Awaken the Dragon’ fit 
within the ‘awakening’ of Singapore’s cultural grassroots – does it reflect the 
stickiness and cohesion of networks, coalitions, and alliances that also come 
together for more overtly political, more radical causes?  
One ‘radical’ result of the festival may be that in the future, it will be more difficult 
for the authoritarian state to appropriate land for development, if the ‘Awaken the 
Dragon’ model of grassroots art and place-making can be replicated. A similar, yet 
more radical grassroots may come together, more quickly, to save other threatened 
sites and spaces that have historic or symbolic significance. As Solnit (2005) mused, 
resistance is often rhizomatic in nature and like a bubbling spring; it will continue 
to pour forth from the ground no matter what. The important thing to take away 
from the festival was that a small-scale, grassroots network of artists and activists 
were able to come together outside and ‘fire’ the kiln together, which in itself can 
be read as an important moment in Singapore’s cultural history.  
The BBC noted in its report (January, 2013) that ‘a question still hangs over its fate: 
from 2015, the land it’s on has been earmarked for a new eco-park … and unless 
[Awaken the Dragon] sparks an interest from enough Singaporeans, the spirit of the 
dragon … may be extinguished for good.’ 
The festival’s success, in the form of additional funding and the preservation of the 
kiln through at least 2020, indicates that when the ‘dragon’ of grassroots art-
activism awakens, it can induce real policy shifts and alter the conversation about 
the production of space. However, it may be that making art can only push so far: 
the question remaining is whether a shared desire to shape Singaporean clay will 




What the Singapore case informs us about broader theory are the creative, 
complicated, and contradictory ways that urban space and the ‘cultural commons’ 
are used, produced, and appropriated; convenient categories like ‘grassroots’ and 
‘state’ are not easily demarcated or bifurcated. This reality points back to Jessop’s 
(2001) strategic-relational approach to state-society relations, both in terms of the 
constant negotiation between state and non-state actors in a path-dependent 
manner, but also to the more recent arguments on the changing nature of the 
‘cultural commons’ in the digital age (see Scott, 2016 forthcoming). Grassroots art 
and top-down art initiatives interplay and interweave in complex ways; the ‘public’ 
are therefore both caught in a performance that is complicit with state aims and 
subtly defying state aims and agendas.  
 
 
Figure 47: Festival participant number 1381, showing her piece of Singaporean clay (author’s 
photo, taken January, 2013) 
 
If nothing else, ‘Awaken the Dragon’ demonstrates that participatory public art has 
the capability to generate wide publicity and motivate a broad consensus if it can 
connect history, space, and culture in a way that is tangible, playful, and fun, and 




Cemetery does in its ‘Chinese-ness’). Too often, such efforts are lost in abstraction 
and remain the domain of elites and those ‘in the know’. Such a wide-reaching 
grassroots art effort, paradoxically, may only be possible in Singapore due to the 
support of the authoritarian state, and the city-state’s inherent restrictions on 
space and artistic content. Further research is needed on the varying landscapes 
and diverse terrains of participatory grassroots art movements to determine what 
‘dragons’ will awaken and which will remain sleeping.  
 
 
Figure 48: Clay objects made by more than 3,000 Singaporeans, on display at the National 












8. ‘Artivism’ Goes Digital: Singapore’s Cyber-




‘Facebook is a mega-underground’ (Merrifield, 2013:65). 
‘There has never been a revolution conducted exclusively in electronic 




14 hrs ·  
It's time for change. Reject the old paradigm that no longer serves us. 
Imagine and work to create the world we want to live in. No better time 
than now, no better people than us! 
-  feeling come on! 
 Like · Comment · Share 
      Anonymous and 76 others like this. 
 
Figure 49: Digital ‘artivism’: from artist’s Facebook page (2015) 
 
Electronic or digital space – ranging from email to social media (Twitter, blogs, 
Facebook and many others) has opened a new frontier of public space in which, ‘… 
material public spaces in the city are superseded by the fora of television, radio talk 
shows and computer bulletin boards’ (Mitchell, 1995:122). Since then, digital 
(internet) space has supplanted television space. The possibility now emerges 
whether digital space may be even more crucial than material public spaces – 
especially in a context such as Singapore, with such particular and peculiar limits 
and restrictions on the use of the built environment (and comparative freedom on 
the use of digital space).  
 
While, as Mitchell (1995, 2003) argues, cyberspace will never replace the city street 
as an important site of the meeting of publics and political representation, it does 
play a crucial role in forming these spaces (and these publics). More recent 




cyber-citizenry negotiate, produce, and encounter one another in cyber-space in a 
variety of settings.  
 
Liew and Pang (2015) suggest that in Singapore, cyberspace has allowed a scale, a 
type of debate, and a particularly cross-cutting conversation to take place in a 
context where there are peculiar restrictions on the use and occupation of the built 
environment. They (ibid) found an emerging vocal digital grassroots that 
increasingly challenges the city-state’s dominant narratives: my empirical research 
therefore expands upon, and explores further, the possibility that Singapore’s 
cyber-spaces are both complementary to and, in some ways, more important than 
its material places in terms of providing spaces for political encounters.  
 
This chapter (8) thus extends the journey of the previous two chapters into 
Singapore’s cyber-agora to look at how cyberspace interacts with (and forms) the 
encounters, networks, coalitions, and debates of grassroots art-led activism. Also 
notable is how the conversations and interactions – and thus the spaces formed – 
in cyberspace sometimes happen in different ways than observed in material space, 
even when involving the same actors. This difference points to both a special and 
emancipatory – but also limiting and constricting – role for the city-state’s cyber-
agora. ‘Netnography’ (see Kozinets, 2009) conducted in Singapore’s web-scape 
indicates that the online realm may be the ‘… primary site for discursive public 
activity in general and politics in particular’ (Mitchell, 1995:122), a place where 
‘everybody is coming together’ (Shirky, 2008).  
 
In (and beyond) Singapore, a number of blogs and satirical sites, including 
TheOnlineCitizen.sg, TheYawningBread.sg, and Demon-Cratic Singapore, openly 
criticise government policy in ways rarely heard in-situ or in even casual 
conversation on the street. Additionally, most activist causes and coalitions have 
digital versions where information is spread and support is gathered, spanning a 
range of issues. As is in the case in material sites of activism in Singapore, artists 
frequently emerge as the loudest, most vocal, and most inter-disciplinary digital 





The digital city is no panacea. Cyber-Singapore is subject to surveillance and 
censorship by state authorities, as well as varying degrees of self-censorship. The 
sporadic prosecution by government authorities of bloggers for critical comments 
indicates the increasing reach of authoritarianism into cyberspace, as illustrated by 
two recent events. In 2014, the blogger Alex Au of ‘yawningbread.wordpress’ 
(which frequently airs critical views on a number of topics) was challenged in court, 
and eventually convicted of defamation for comments he posted that were critical 
of the way Singapore’s high court handled gay rights cases. In 2015, a 16-year old 
named Amos Yee was accused of libel for comments he made on YouTube about 
the recently-deceased, founding Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, and was convicted 
on two charges.  
 
No web-space is totally free: Singapore’s Censorship Review Committee has the 
ability to restrict content on any site hosted within Singapore. Furthermore, new 
restrictions (since 2013) on foreign media under the Media Development Authority 
(MDA) stipulate that even foreign media and press operating within Singapore 
(such as international newspapers or blogs) must apply for licenses (and pay to do 
so)11. These restricted web-spaces include sites owned and operated by foreign 
institutions, and, in applying (and being granted) licenses, these sites are subject to 
certain regulations and restrictions on content. These restrictions are not unlike the 
other ‘out of bounds’ markers: content cannot be racially, religiously, or ethnically 
inciting, or otherwise be seen to upset harmony (see Ooi, 2009).  
 
Nevertheless, empirical evidence suggests that activist voices and critical opinions 
are louder online than on the street, and those who speak quietly in the café or in 
the park are less afraid to yell, scream, and bang the drums in cyberspace. However, 
coalitions and alliances that come together in material spaces like Bukit Brown 
encounter one another differently: the digital encounters do not always resemble 
those in material form. I have previously shown how activism and material space 
form a unique relationship in Singapore with many limitations and restrictions. In 
this chapter, I will explore how the cultural-activist relations and networks, and 
their contradictory and paradoxical dimensions, are performed and manifest in the 
                                                          





digital realm, and in some ways are able to transcend and move beyond the 
limitations attached to physical space. In other ways, digital space comes with its 
own limitations and restrictions, and the authoritarian state renders both of these 
spaces particularly complex.  
As The Economist rightly captured in its special section on Singapore (July, 2015), 
cyberspace has offered a powerful outlet for political and cultural debates that 
simply are not possible ‘off’ line:  
‘The tenor of political debate … has been transformed by online and social 
media. The country boasts high rates of internet and, especially, 
smartphone penetration (with more than one phone per head of 
population). Facebook, too, is ubiquitous, with nearly 4m registered users. 
Most younger people follow the news (if at all) through social media. Where 
the official press is stuffy, tame and sanctimonious, cyberspace seethes with 
sarcasm and irreverent diatribes against the ‘gahmen’ (government). This 
in turn has influenced the mainstream media’ (The Economist, July, 2015).  
 
Mitchell (1995:124) reminded us that there has ‘never been a revolution conducted 
exclusively in electronic space; at least not yet. But that was 20 years ago: Singapore 
may offer a glimpse, however, of what such a revolution might look like. But the 
effectiveness of an angry and activist digital public is questionable in a context 
where ‘offensive’ posts, sites, and pages can (and are) censored and shut down. 
Secondly, if Singaporeans behave or speak one way in the material world, but 
another way online, it begs the question of why the online realm is used at all. Is it 
a genuine forum for an angry, united, grassroots, or is it simply a way to blow off 
steam, to try on different digital hats, like writing in a personal diary (that happens 
to be publicly available for all to see)? Authors such as Zukin (2010), who has used 
‘digital discourse analyses’ to map urban changes (such as gentrification in New 
York City), cautions that the digital realm is often biased, unpoliced, raw, 
anonymous, and ideologically ambiguous (Zukin, 2010:27).  
Still, in Singapore’s context – especially with such particular and peculiar limits and 
restrictions on the use and occupation of material space (and comparative freedom 
on the use of digital space) – it is worth looking at such digital voices, no matter 
how biased, raw, or ambiguous. What Hartley (1992) called the ‘space of citizenry’ 
is not necessarily confined to a building, the city street or a public square (or even 




suggests that ultimately a negotiation of a city’s digital sphere is crucial for current-
day urban research, arguing that, 
‘Though I do not think that online communities have replaced face to face 
interaction, I do think it is important to understand the way web-based 
media contribute to our urban imaginary. The interactive nature of the 
dialogue, how each post feeds on the preceding ones and elicits more, these 
are expressions of both difference and consensus, and they represent 
partial steps toward an open public sphere’ (Zukin, 2010:27).  
 
The findings discussed in this last empirical chapter take the argument in favour of 
exploring the digital city even further. It is proposed here that in Singapore (and 
places like it), digital activism may actually be the biggest, most open, and strongest 
space of possibility for social action, in some ways supplanting (and surpassing) 
traditional conceptions of the ‘urban’.  
In negotiating this digital world, I kept in mind Mitchell’s (1995) concern that 
subordinated groups remain so, as power relations and micro-exploitations are 
reproduced (whether material or immaterial). In Singapore, these ‘subordinated 
social groups’ would include not only the poor – those without social media access, 
transient workers and the like – but also would include language barriers. What is 
said or expressed in Mandarin, Southern Chinese dialects, Malay, Hindi, Thai, or 
Tamil, would not necessarily be heard about the ‘buzz’ of English and Singlish (or 
may be expressing very different things in or across different language spheres). 
Things can be, and are, lost in translation. Even in hyper-connected Singapore, 
there is a substantial section of society that lacks immediate connectivity, which is 
evidenced by the number of migrant workers I saw with simple, pay-as-you-go 










8.2 Taking the Fight Online: Artists as Digital 
Instigators  
 
8.2.1 ‘ArtPost’ Reappears, in Digital Form  
 
Artist: 
June 2 at 11:26pm · 
‘“To be truly radical is to make hope possible rather than despair 
convincing.” - Raymond Williams’ (Singaporean artists’ public Facebook 
post, 2 June, 2014).  
 
Artists, in digital form, play a crucial role as online instigators and curators of digital 
activist movements Just as a material arts-space such as The Substation allows for 
some (relative) breathing room and free expression, so, too, do cyber arts-spaces, 
which is evidenced by the highly-charged (and often overtly-political) posts, 
comments, and discussions I observed on the social media pages of several 
Singaporean artists. People act differently online, sometimes saying and doing 
things they would not (or could not) on the street or at a party.  
My online research revealed that the production and curation of digital artistic 
space is quite different than that in the material realm: sharpened and much 
more radical in nature, raising questions over the true aims and desires of the 
curators, and raising bigger questions about the limits (and possibilities) about the 
production, use, and occupation of radical space in Singapore. There was a 
disparity between the in-person, material discourse I experienced during 
interviews and what I witnessed online, where open feelings and the 
identification with certain causes seemed to flow much more naturally and 
candidly.  
‘ArtPost’, the arts group that frequently organises events indoors and outdoors in 
Singapore also has a vocal online presence, forming new types of encounters that 
are often more directly political and critical than when observed in places like The 
Substation and Hong Lim Park. While semi-structured interviews conducted with 
the artists about the nature of their work did not reveal anything overtly political 
or oppositional, digitally shadowing the same artist on Facebook revealed a 




events the artist curates seemed to be about raising awareness and using art to 
induce reflexivity, introspection, and self-questioning. Rather than any specific 
political cause or any topical protest, the artist organises their events around 
broader themes of social and grassroots values: 
‘We set up in spaces and we attempt to change the economic laws. We 
demand that everything inside here be free. And, and we talk about the 
values, qualities, of having to share. That is the only value that we argue 
for’ (interview with ‘ArtPost’, January, 2013). 
 
Online, however, the artist is ardently political, posting angry views about 
Singapore’s – and other nations’ – governments and ruling elite. On the artist’s 
Facebook page – which is open to the public and not made private – posts cover a 
range of artistic and political themes. These posts have generated a cross-cutting 
discussion, and a new space for art-activist encounter not found in the Singaporean 
street or a Singaporean building.  
 
The reasons for this difference could be manifold: Facebook posts are spur of the 
moment (Zukin, 2010:27 mentioned this spontaneity) and do not always reflect 
true emotion and Facebook posts are not crafted in the same way that a (semi) 
formal interview is. Facebook posts are devoid of the body language or facial 
expressions that are mutually reinforcing and require a careful reading during face-
to-face interactions. Still, I found it interesting that interviews revealed a certain 
ambivalence about being ‘anti’ government or identifiably ‘activist;’ there seemed 
to be far less ambivalence and ambiguousness. This made me think of a quote from 
our in-person (semi-structured) interview, where ‘ArtPost’ expressed an interest in 
the interplay between the ‘digital’ and material commons, a theme that drives 
much of their artistic work:  
‘… We are particularly interested in the idea of the commons, and of course, 
in recent years, the commons has [sic] been digitised, and we are really 
talking about very different way about viewing the commons’ (interview 





They (ibid) professed to viewing the digital commons in a different way, but 
shadowing ArtPost online shows that they also use the digital commons differently: 
an angrier, more targeted (and in some ways coherent) place for cultural activism.  
‘“…#FreeAmosYee” 7 people like this’  (public Facebook page, artist, 
Singapore, 2015). 
 
The issue of the teenage blogger (Amos Yee) was one which prompted the artist 
to be an online instigator of critical discussion. The artist crossed into the activist 
space to spearhead a digital campaign to ‘free Amos Yee’, and to help pay for his 
legal defence:  
‘Anyone who would like to lend their support to this photo campaign, 
please do so today!’ (ArtPost’s Facebook page, 1 May, 2015). 
The artist allied him/herself with the ‘Community Action Network’ (CAN) – a 
Singapore-based grassroots advocacy group – to release a (digital) statement that 
protested both the public’s treatment of Yee, and his harsh legal accusations. One 
of the comments to this posting seemed to encapsulate the digital-art-activist-
space’s generative potential: 
‘Anonymous: Thank God for the Internet. There is a God.’ 
May 1 at 11:37am • Like • 4 
The exchange below (from Facebook), is typical of the online discourse of the 
‘ArtPost’ team, a tenor and tone that did not come across in person. When I spoke 
to them, they spoke of ‘raising awareness’ of certain issues. Online, this translates 
to ‘an epic war’ (with regard to a new court challenge to Singapore’s anti-gay law, 
377a of the Penal Code). 
Sec 377A is being heard in the SG Court of Appeals today: 
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-07-14/singapore-top-court-
tackles-challenge-to-1938-gay-sex-ban.html 
11 hrs · Like 
ArtPost: This one is a continuation of the epic 'war'. 





Figure 50: Challenging anti-gay laws through digital ‘artivism’.     
Below is another post with a decidedly revolutionary bent, by the same Facebooker, 
who re-posted a radical quote from the Singaporean blogger Roy Ngerng, currently 
facing a lawsuit from the Prime Minister for ‘defamatory comments’: 
 
ArtPost 
7 hours ago 
"Fight, my friends. Fight. Fight to get back the Singapore that is yours, 
that is ours, that is ours to live for and to fight for." - Roy Ngerng. 
 
Figure 51: Digital ‘artivism’ (Facebook, 2015). 
 
The rhetoric of ‘fight’ is different than the rhetoric of ‘raising awareness’ and 
‘explore space’ that were frequently expressed during interviews. This difference 
again made me wonder whether Singapore’s digital space allows for, or 
encourages, a more revolutionary language. The following online dialogue – 
Facebook comments generated by a pessimistic post – encapsulates the conflicted 
nature of Singapore’s vocal, activist grassroots. In public statements, drastic action, 
radical change, and outright protest are not voiced as imminent priorities, but 
vaguer, softer concepts like ‘raising awareness’ and ‘celebrating heritage’ seem to 
come across. Yet candid, spur of the moment expressions of emotion – in this case, 
desperate, almost anguished emotion – portray a picture of a grassroots that is 
publicly sanguine, careful and cool, and privately rancorous, discordant and far 
from a united front.  
This particular conversation revolves around the observation of ‘Earth Hour’ – a 
worldwide observation each year on 29 March when, for one hour, residents in 
cities (and towns) around the world will turn off their lights (and cities will dim 
streetlights as well). The goal is to raise awareness of the threat of climate change 
by organising a global, participatory exercise in reducing energy use and thereby 
allowing earth’s climate to (for one hour), become an inescapable, binding issue. 
This movement comes only weeks after the United Nations released a report with 
an especially dire prognostication for the global impacts of climate change – both 




The curator from ‘ArtPost’ notes the upcoming ‘Earth Hour’ with a ‘feeling of too 
little, too late’ – a rather ominous warning of,  
‘… You know Earth Hour isn’t going to save us, right?’ (‘ArtPost’ Facebook 
page, 29 March, 2014).  
This message is a far cry from the seemingly optimistic – or at least ambivalent – 
nature of our conversations in person about a variety of issues. In expressing such 
exasperation, s/he indicates that perhaps s/he feels like her/his efforts of simply 
raising awareness of important issues in Singapore are not ever enough, are failed, 
or are futile. Or, concurrently, that Singapore itself is simply too small to make real, 
lasting, global change. The issues that impact the world are too big for Singapore, 
and anything that happens in Singapore is too small to influence these issues. But 
for whatever reason (which will remain speculation with a number of possibilities), 
digital conversation revealed a space of negativity – or impossibility – while actual 
conversation reveals a hopeful smile. The conversation unfolded as follows: 
U know Earth Hour isn't going to save us, right? — feeling too little too late. 
1Like · · Share 
104 others like this. 
 
ArtPost: It's not just electricity. It's the overuse/wastage of limited 
resources, pursuit of infinite capital growth, denial of our failures and 
incapacity to change. The planet will survive but not us.  
Date Redacted at 1:47pm · Like · 11 
 
Anonymous: The deeper the shit, the bigger change the "shitcreators" get 
their share. Personally, I fuck any system with pleasure… ...... 
Date Redacted at 1:53pm · Like 
 
Anonymous: Best we can do is live on v little and wait for the crash 
Date Redacted at 1:57pm · Like 
 
ArtPost: Also, must make the necessary changes ASAP, and hope it 
doesn't become too bad in our lifetimes! And if u hv kids, ur kids' 
lifetimes too. 
Date Redacted at 2:02pm · Edited · Like · 1 
 
Anonymous: And all those damn banners that they print. Nabei. What did 
it take to make them and where they gonna end up?? What a stupid 
campaign. Wonder who's making money out of it. 
Date Redacted at 2:01pm · Like · 2 
 





Date Redacted at 2:03pm · Like 
 
Anonymous Don't hv kids. 
Date Redacted at 2:13pm · Like · 1 
 
ArtPost: Do it for other people's kids? 
Date Redacted at 2:14pm · Like · 1 
 
Anonymous Have to start some where... Awareness helps? 
 
ArtPost: Awareness is not enough, esp when it's so urgent. 
Date Redacted at 4:04pm · Like · 1 
 
Anonymous: especially the way some organisations celebrate earth hour 
by putting up events that use more electricity than is saved by the 
blackout. 
Date Redacted at 4:07pm · Like · 1 
 
ArtPost: Yes, and there's nothing worth celebrating! 
Date Redacted at 4:07pm · Like 
 
Anonymous Hype is its own reward  




Anonymous Yes, the Earth Hour cannot save people. 
Date Redacted at 4:10pm · Like 
Anonymous Earth Hour probably end up using more energy 
Date Redacted at 4:23pm · Like · 1 
 
Anonymous It saves our mind! 
Date Redacted at 4:38pm · Like 
 
Anonymous Ditto no makeup selfies for cancer awareness....if you really 
wanted to do something bout cancer, go visit the hospice and help out. 
Yesterday at 4:28pm · Like · 2 
 
Anonymous earth hour doesn’t save us but it acts as a reminder to us to 
not waste energy and be more environmentally conscious on a daily basis. 
not just that 1 hour. 
22 hours ago · Like · 1 
 
Anonymous wayang show and its trendy worldwide 




Many contradictions are evident here: ‘ArtPost’ fails to win a consensus even within 
the allied grassroots blogosphere. There is a lack of agreement on whether or not 
‘Earth Hour’ is effective or worthwhile, whether or not it is, indeed, too late to save 





humankind, and whether or not the curator was justified in even making her/his 
comment. The ‘comments’ (36 in all) ended with the lament, ‘… [‘Earth Hour’ is] 
wayang show and its trendy worldwide.’ Here, Wayang is used – the familiar bit of 
Javanese/Singlish dialect referring to shadow theatre/shadow puppetry, indicating 
a belief in something being hollow, gestural: a Potemkin village. 
This sentiment could be used to summarise how many in the cultural grassroots 
feel about Singapore’s creative scene, and potential for transformative cultural 
activism in general: it is Wayang, a surface-play, a shallow sheen, hollow, 
ineffective, ‘illiberal’, non-radical, sanitised, watered-down, safe, and ultimately 
failed. 
ArtPost:  feeling what to do? 
Date Redacted ·  
Sometimes I wish I could be blissfully unaware. 
 
Anonymous ... part of awakening, dear [Name redacted] 
 
ArtPost I know, [Name redacted]. It's just damn fucking hard. 
31 mins · Like 
 
Figure 53: ArtPost’ Facebook exchange (2014) 
 
However, I do not believe this to be the whole story, and this thesis has presented 
evidence toward an alternative, parallel narrative. And that narrative can be 
summarised as follows: Singapore’s grassroots may not need to be effective in 
forcing the same kind of victories, radical action, or populism that occurs elsewhere 
in order for it to be successful. This observation harkens back to Katz’s (2004) 
conception of ‘reworking’ and resilience, where transformative and emancipatory 
change is only one type of oppositional behaviour, and resistance comes in many 
flavours, partly born out of the need to stay alive (or together as an organisation) 
in the face of adversity. Here, the Singaporean arts curator is aware of her/his 
inability to change the system, and therefore the frustrating (im)possibility of true 
systemic/societal transformation. Still, simply by deliberately voices and expressing 
such opposition, change is being made, and oppositional space is being negotiated 






14 hrs ·  
It's time for change. Reject the old paradigm that no longer serves us. 
Imagine and work to create the world we want to live in. No better time 
than now, no better people than us! 
 —  feeling come on! 
 Comment · Share 
   Anonymous and 76 others like this. 
 
Figure 54: ArtPost’ digital activism (Facebook, 2014) 
 
8.2.2 ‘Free Sticker Lady!’ A Street Artist’s’ Digital Re-Invention 
 
A compelling example of the relationship – and connectedness – between the arts 
and LGBT activism is the case of ‘Sticker Lady’, a graffiti street artist who faced 
arrest and heavy fines for placing satirical/subversive stickers in various locations 
around Singapore. ‘Sticker Lady’ found a sort of second life online as a digital 
activist, posting political and pro-gay rights opinions on her public Facebook page. 
She is also openly gay – a rarity in Singapore where gay issues are still largely taboo 
in the public domain. As such she is able to act as a digital rallying point for not only 
artists but the broader LGBT community. She represents the LGBT community (as 
an open lesbian), the arts community, and also the activist community (as someone 






Figure 55: Subversive street art – the controversial work of ‘Sticker Lady’ (photo from Facebook: 
TheOnlineCitizen, 2014 [last accessed October, 2015]). 
 
‘Free Sticker Lady’ is a Facebook group (open to the public) that formed around the 
time of ‘Sticker Lady’s incarceration, represented by a cross-cutting coalition of 
allies of the artist spanning both the LGBT and arts community. The group had (at 
last count) nearly 1,200 members. Such an organisation would not be able to meet 
in material space in Singapore due to the ‘Societies Act’, which defines a ‘society’ 
as ‘…a club, company, partnership or association of 10 or more persons, whatever 
its nature or object, and not already registered under any other law’ (Singapore 
Ministry of Home Affairs, Societies Act: Chapter 311). Based on the subject matter 
and themes, ‘Free Sticker Lady’, much like the LGBT group ‘People Like Us’, would 




Online, however, 1,200 members can meet, discuss, post, and rally in support of 
‘Sticker Lady’s’ artistic and activist pursuits.  
 
Even among the ‘Free Sticker Lady’ comments, there remained ambiguity and 
ambivalence about exactly what ‘Sticker Lady’ represents and symbolises – artist, 
activist, troublemaker? The comments below typify much of the digital 
ambivalence and lack of consensus.  
 
  Anonymous: I think we should all just take a step back and let the authorities resolve 
the case on its own. The consistent harping on this issue may instead be 
counterproductive to both parties. 
June 12, 2012 at 10:07am · Like · 1 
  
Anonymous: Fortunately or unfortunately, she's become a symbol... 
July 5, 2012 at 2:04pm · Like 
 
Figure 56: Digital discourse on ‘Free Sticker Lady’ Facebook page, 2012. 
 
‘Sticker Lady’s’ ‘artivism’ has generated fierce public debate in Singapore, both 
publicly (digitally and in print media) and privately among the arts community: 
Were such actions art? Could they be compared to those of Banksy (the London-
based street artist)? Or, were these acts of vandalism, of defiling public property? 
In the digital and print-media sphere, there was support for ‘Sticker Lady’ but the 
general consensus was that such ‘art’ was not welcome or needed in Singapore and 
that art had no business intruding on the public realm, at least outside of the 
delineated boundaries for art and art space. The authorities agreed, sentencing 
‘Sticker Lady’ to a brief stint in jail as well as lengthy community service.  
I followed ‘Sticker Lady’ as she ‘went digital’ – re-emerging from incarceration and 
continuing as a public art figure through a largely digital existence. The fact that I 
was unsuccessful in getting an interview may be part of her new strategy, or she 
may have simply been too busy to respond to my queries. I was, however, able to 
garner her frank and candid opinions from her web-page, open for public view. 
‘Sticker Lady’ was a visible presence in Hong Lim Park at ‘Pink Dot’, and also on ‘Pink 





[Sticker Lady]:  
‘I'll be speaking during a small segment at ‘Pink Dot’ tomorrow. Though only 
two minutes long, I've been spending a lot of time thinking about my speech 
and finding myself at a position where there's just so much to say. All my 
life, I've had to work twice as hard to prove myself, to be taken seriously. At 
18, I made a conscious decision to cave in to societal pressures to conform 
after countless warnings of how I wouldn't be able to get a job, get married, 
etc. I grew my hair out, dressed differently, but was never truly comfortable 
with the person I became. That change was a choice, but I wasn't happy. 
Since then, I learnt that happiness wasn't a given, I had to work for it, for 
the ability to be comfortable in my own skin, to do what I love and to make 
something out of myself. I worked twice as hard to prove a female, a lesbian 
female could do something substantial for this society. Through these 
changes, one thing that was constant were repeated insults, sexist 
comments and jokes about my sexuality. But I guess a lot of us are used to 
living our lives in secret and acceptance that "this is the way it is". No more. 
This is not a chosen lifestyle, nor a tendency. 
They've said to me we don't have to act on it and it's not love, but who are 
we as humans to judge what is love except know that it is real and alive in 
us? You question if it's natural, but you know love is natural’ (‘Sticker Lady’s’ 
public Facebook page, June, 2014). 
 
 
Figure 57: ‘Free Sticker Lady:’ – from the Pocket Arts Guide, 






If the street gave ‘Sticker Lady’ a distinct identity and a stage for her art, then digital 
space has given ‘Sticker Lady’ a global platform and support network. Perhaps 
thousands saw her stickers on the street, but many more than that have seen digital 
representations of her art. With the ability to post coherent thoughts on Facebook 
for the world to see, her message is clear. She is also safe from the punishments 
that illegal street-art come with, free to ‘tag’ the digital street as she sees fit: she 
likely will never again be able to put stickers in public places in Singapore, but can 
put up as many digital stickers as she sees fit. The critical artist has been reinstated 
digitally, and, by going digital, has found her voice, thereby augmenting and 
enlarging the canvas of her (material) street art(ivism). 
  
8.3 Singapore’s Culture Wars go Digital: The Battle over 
Gay Rights  
 
One nexus of artists, activism and digital space is surrounding Singapore’s LGBT 
movement, in which artists (and artistic websites and forums) have been key 
players. The LGBT movement in Singapore has historically had a fraught 
relationship with material space, and digital avenues have allowed greater 
flexibility and openness. As recently as the 1990s, police raids on gay bars made 
indoor gatherings difficult. The group ‘People Like Us’, an early gay-rights 
organisation, needed to meet in theatre rehearsal space at The Substation (a 
progressive theatre), but even in that relative safety, was unsuccessful in 
registering (officially) as a society, which meant that all meetings needed to remain 
‘closed-door’ and largely out of view of the public. As recounted in Chapter 6, 
‘People Like Us’ has also had trouble in officially-sanctioned arts events, such as the 
cancelled event at the Singapore National Library. The digital realm, in contrast, has 
given ‘People Like Us’ a larger, more interactive, more open, more visible, and safer 
platform. After the third unsuccessful attempt to register as a society (which would 
have given the group better opportunities to use material space for gatherings), it 
was decided to move primarily to cyberspace: 
‘… We got turned down, we appealed and got turned down, so… according 




gets turned down again, you must cease all activities, you cannot exist 
anymore. 
So we thought, what can we do? At that juncture in history, ah, we had 
internet and cyberspace, this was available, and so we moved to 
cyberspace, and that way we could have some room to manoeuvre. Since 
cyberspace is not real space, the authorities cannot say we are flouting the 
law’ (interview, gay rights activist, November, 2012). 
 
Even though the activist does not view cyberspace as ‘real space’, he found that 
going digital had some specific advantages that being ‘indoors’ did not. In fact, in 
his eyes, cyberspace was able to be ‘livelier’ for the group’s social dynamics than 
interacting in ‘real’ space had been: 
‘… Gathering in cyberspace had its advantages, in the sense that, ah, some 
themes appealed more to a bigger audience [than possible in material 
space] … 
… When you have an email list running, you can have three or four themes 
running, and just [participate] in the one you want to talk about, and I think 
the email/cyber-gathering was in some sense more - lively than the ‘real’ 
one, as – people realised that using cyberspace, you can be more focused in 
organising certain events…’ (interview, gay rights activist, November, 
2012).  
 
But the digital realm is not only the domain of progressive voices, or united-
disunited progressive coalitions and alliances. There are other types of cultural 
activists: the conservative coalition, or ‘moral majority’, also appears online, in 
many of the same places. This online collection of cliques brings me back to the 
‘cosmopolitan’ versus ‘heartland’ divisions within Singapore’s socio-cultural 
landscape (which I discussed in Chapter 5). The conservative majority and the 
cultural-activist left show up in the same places, at the same time, around the same 
issues. The same factors and features that have given rise to progressive cultural 
activist coalitions across space time have also galvanised a centre-right (and far-
right) reactive coalition, a sort of ‘moral majority’, which has been long identified 
in Singapore (Tamney, 1995, and, more recently, Tan, 2008).  
Tamney wrote of a ‘battle for Singapore’s soul’ between more progressive, 
cosmopolitan elements, and more traditional Chinese ‘heartland elements’, and 




‘heartlanders’, which he argues are a convenient construction, a sort of ‘divide and 
rule’ tactic by the state. The ‘moral majority’ became a visible, joined-up alliance in 
the United States during Ronald Reagan’s presidency, gaining strength in the 1990s 
and perhaps findings a new voice during (and against) the Obama presidency as the 
‘Tea Party’ – a disparate (but strong) coalition of anti-government, libertarian, 
Christian conservatives and disestablishmentarians that sits within the new global 
populism post 2008. The sociologist Anderson (2012) wrote of ‘cosmos’ and 
‘ethnos’, who share material space under a ‘cosmopolitan canopy’ and co-exist in a 
city but become fractious and tense when certain ideological ‘tears’ erupt. 
Anderson focuses on the built environment; there are certainly tears in Singapore’s 
[digital] civic fabric. 
Singapore’s grassroots activist-artivist ecosystem may not need to be united, in 
accordance or even aligned with traditional concepts of radicalism or the left, for it 
to be transformative as an agent of debate, change, and public sentiment. The fact 
that members of this loud, vociferous multifaceted community feel like they can, 
and do, express themselves represents an opening in Singapore and represents an 
activist community that is vocally as vibrant as anywhere else, if not able to 
manifest spatially the same way. Alliances reveal themselves online, as they do at 
‘Pink Dot’, Bukit Brown, or The Substation. Figure 58 (below) is one example of this: 
‘straight people’ have allied themselves with the LGBT community to form an online 










A page for straight Singaporean men and women to state their support for the REPEAL of 
Section 377A, a law that was introduced into the Singapore penal... 
READ MORE 
 




Meanwhile, a sort of counter alliance formed against gay rights – and in support of 
377A – by a broad network of religious groups in Singapore: 
‘… The rising popularity of an annual rally promoting gay rights in Singapore 
has spurred a rare alliance between some Christians and Muslims here 
seeking to create a countermovement’ (‘The Wall Street Journal’, June, 
2014). 
 
In an exploration of the alliances and coalitions in cultural activism, it is important 
to consider the ways in which these can be ‘surprising’ and ‘contradictory’ (Craggs 
et al., 2013). It is perhaps a shortcoming of literature and theoretical framing to 
look at leftist, or progressive coalitions as constituting the entirety of the activist 
landscape in a place.  
Consideration of Singapore’s landscape of cultural activism therefore must also 
take into account the ways in which less progressive, more right-wing voices, 
alliances, and coalitions have come together and how they interact with the arts 
and cultural ecosystem. The moral majority is a wide-ranging coalition, which 
galvanises over many of the same issues as on the more progressive side of things, 
and sometimes contains some of the same players. One example already 
introduced (in Chapter 6) was the lawyer for the University of Warwick, when the 
school was considering opening a Singapore branch. She was looking at how that 
relatively liberal British institution would fit amidst the authoritarian set of laws and 
therefore was helping to push forward a progressive opening; she was also, as my 
research interviews revealed, allied to anti-gay groups affiliated with her 
evangelical church. Such a contradiction is not unique in Singapore: one theatre 
director I interviewed who has been affiliated with the left and radical plays is also 
the member of one of the fundamentalist Christian churches that has been vocally 
anti-gay. Can a church service involving music and performance be considered a 





Figure 59: What ‘conservative activism’ looks like in Singapore (author’s diagram). 
  
The ‘conservative coalition’ (Figure 59, above) includes some of the same players 
as can be observed in a place such as the United States, in terms of the alliance of 
conservative Christians and less conservative (more fiscally conservative) low-tax, 
neoliberal business elites. What is uniquely Singaporean are the elements of Asian 
culture that form part of this mix – the Chinese cultural influences, the Malay-
Muslim influence, and the traditional family structure characteristic of many 
cultures of South Asia, South East Asia, and East Asia. These factors become mixed 
with certain conservative internationalisms now present in global Singapore, such 
as the American-style mega-church. The ‘pioneer generation’ – defined in 
Singapore as that founding generation, over the age of 70, that was part of the city-
state’s independence struggle and formed its early political elite – are also included. 
This generation is often envisioned as care-takers and guardians of the nation’s 
moral fabric. Of course, there are also members of this group who align themselves 
with the left, including a number of my interview participants.  
The online blog ‘TheOnlineCitizen’ (critically) tackled the so-called ‘moral majority’ 
in a post on 24 July, 2014: 
‘… Call it what you will — if there are some among us in Singapore who 




majority — that line, and its consequent political implementation, is bound 
to fail … 
Like its theological counterparts in other parts of the world, namely the 
United States’ very own ‘pro-family’ Moral Majority lobby, our evangelicals’ 
are on a march to frantically reclaim the “family” from the “majority” and 
the “morality” from the “society” they claim to represent.  
Unfortunately, our very own culture warriors have neither the numbers to 
form the majority, nor the authenticity of “morality” whichever way they 
swing it. On top of Christians forming no more than 18% of the population, 
the number of Christians of the fundamentalist stripe is even smaller, 
making them the minority within the minority. These numbers would not be 
a question at all if they didn’t also try to style themselves as the so-called 
majority whose ‘norms’ must be accepted as gospel. 
To their minds, the imagined enemies are the “LGBT activists” who 
apparently have “militant agendas”. There are calls across the land by their 
activist pastors to alternately wage “spiritual warfare “, or to wear shirts of 
a certain colour on one specific weekend each year. Their defence, they 
claim, lies in how if the minority fights them, they have to fight back, to 
defend God/home/family/their children/the future/the moral fabric of 
society’ [last accessed October, 2015]. 
 
The conservative coalition has been galvanised by, and now reacts to, many of the 
same issues and causes that have united more radical ‘artivist’ coalitions, from the 
current debate over LGBT rights to evolving forms of family structure and non-
traditional occupational pursuits. What is particularly interesting are the ways in 
which this coalition is fluid and dynamic, and the overlaps of various aspects of 
conservatives with more progressive coalitions. The state forms a bridge, 
sometimes allying with progressive elements, sometimes more conservative, and 
sometimes squarely in the middle.  
A radical artist or theatre director may actually attend an evangelical church 
(evidence from interviews indicates this is true). An activist may show up to one 
cause but may boycott another due to personal (more conservative) religious or 
moral attitudes. Therefore, the alliances and coalitions of cultural activism in 
Singapore cannot and must not be envisioned as static or easily, permanently, 
demarcated. At best, they are hazy. Progressive and conservative forces are 
interwoven and constantly interacting, and the state is not a stable entity, but more 
like a constantly shifting amoebic presence that allies itself right, left, and centre as 




‘radical’ and conservative forces sometimes join forces and even ‘mimic’ each other 
in order to gain popular attention, stay relevant, and use state support in various 
ways. Here again, I can point back to the necessity of framing the state in a 
strategic-relational manner (Jessop, 2001) rather than falling back upon fixed 
categories or understandings.  
One strange and unusual alliance that has formed in cyberspace is the coming-
together of conservative, evangelical, and charismatic Christians with the Muslim 
community in solidarity against gay rights. In reaction to Singapore’s vocal 
progressive online community, and with specific regard to ‘Pink Dot’ and the LGBT-
rights activism, Christians have joined Muslims (and the conservative ‘Heartland’) 
in a sort of online-reactionary force: 
 
‘Christians join Muslims in protest against 
Pink Dot’ 
In what could be a rare show of solidarity between two faiths, members of 
the Faith Community Baptist Church (FCBC) and the ‘LoveSingapore’ 
network of churches have announced that they will be joining the Wear 
White campaign, initiated by members of the Muslim community, to 
protest against the Pink Dot event to be held at Hong Lim Park next 
Saturday, 28 June. 
The campaign organisers have earlier spoken out strongly against Pink Dot, 
saying the Pink Dot organisers have deliberately chosen the date as a mark 
of disrespect to Islam. The Pink Dot event, organised in support of the 
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) community in Singapore, has 
been held on the fourth Saturday of June since it began in 2009. 
Lawrence Khong, senior pastor of FCBC, posted the following in 
his Facebook page: 
 
“I’m so happy that Singapore’s Muslim community is making a vocal and 
visual stand for morality and Family. I fully support the ‘wear white’ 
campaign. FCBC, together with the LoveSingapore network of churches, will 
follow suit on the weekend of 28 and 29 June, island-wide. I look forward to 
celebrating the Family with the Muslim community and I am pleased to 
partner with them in championing virtue and purity for the good of our 






As ‘Pink Dot’ has grown, along with other liberal/progressive causes, so has a 
visceral reaction to it. This is a striking example to illuminate here, because 
‘tolerance’ is a key strand of Florida’s creative city theory: he (ibid) argued that the 
presence of a large gay community is a key indicator of tolerance, and likewise, 
whether that city will be successful in the creative economy (see 2002, 2005). 
Therefore, the fact that Singapore’s conservative heartland (and thus, most of the 
official government discourse) continue to suppress and restrict gay rights activism 
flies in the face of Florida’s theory (however flawed that theory may be). This 
paradox also raises the question of whether Singapore will ever extend its ‘cultural 
turn’ to include a broad, lasting liberalisation toward gay rights, and other ‘moral’ 
issues. Singapore’s state seems to want to have its cake and eat it too, in this regard. 
State authorities will open up spaces for the arts (and cultural activism), while 
simultaneously providing equal (or greater) space for conservative reactions 
against this cultural activism.  
The cohesion of this ‘moral majority’ as a reactionary coalition can be seen in the 
following online exchange, posted on the ‘We are Against Pink Dot’ Facebook page. 
The original post was responding to ‘noise’ from the LGBT community, calling for 
the coalition to organise along ‘pro-family’ lines: 
‘… I think for far too long, we have been pretty silent over the growing noise 
from the LGBT community. Perhaps, it’s time we organise simple events to 
make our voices heard. 
A Read-a-book day for families? Pro-family books can be donated/exchange 




Like · Share 
9 people like this. 
View 5 more comments 
 
Anonymous I think no point making this a tit-for-tat event anonymous. I think the main focus 
here is to make our voices heard, to promote what a healthy family is. 
6 mins · Like · 1 
 
Anonymous We need to make a loud and clear voice to one and all 
3 mins · Like · 1 
 
Anonymous yep, agree with you. but by people count, it’s just going to make each side 
focus on people count, rather than the message behind it. 





Anonymous: I don't see it as tit for tata but something we should be doing in the 1st place 
to celebrate family in SG. We forget that and take things for granted until their movement 
tried to invade our space. Either way I am cool 
1 min · Like · 1 
 
Figure 60: Moral majority’ reacts to ‘Pink Dot’, from the ‘We are Against Pink Dot’ Facebook group 
(June, 2014). 
 
The most notable aspect of this exchange is the last comment – the notion that the 
progressive voices in favour of LGBT rights (including ‘Pink Dot’) are encroaching on 
‘our space’ – the envisioned ‘digital sphere’ of the ‘moral majority’. This view 
represents a sort of self-declared ownership of the space of discussion: the digital 
agora is up for grabs.  
 
There is a sort of back and forth argument over gay rights in Singapore’s cyberspace 
that simply does not exist elsewhere in the city-state. Restrictions for the use of 
spaces such as Hong Lim Park would prevent, for example, one group taking a 
mega-phone and then handing the mega-phone over (in fact, megaphones are not 
permitted at all.) This was (anecdotally) illuminated recently when pro-democracy 
activists, in solidarity with those in Hong Kong, crossed paths with another rally 
occurring (unintentionally). The two groups were immediately portrayed (by state 
authorities and official state media) as antagonistic toward one another, and steps 
were taken to prevent this clash from happening again.  
 
Online, however, I observed different activist coalitions yelling at one another, 
digitally. In the instance below, the pro-LGBT-rights coalition has written an open 
letter to/at/towards the anti-gay rights group ‘We are against Pink Dot’ on 
Facebook: 
 
Open Letter to the "We Are Against Pink Dot in Singapore" Facebook 
group 
 
Dear administrators and members of the “We are against Pink Dot in 
Singapore” Facebook group. 
 
We are writing in the spirit of concerned parents (about 80 of us) who are 
part of the “We are against Pink Dot in Singapore” group. We joined the 
group because we, for either religious beliefs or our own family values, do 
not support the Pink Dot event. Nothing more. Nothing less. It has been 
about 1-2 weeks since we joined and we are beginning to wonder if we have 




Pink Dot, but we do not wish to be spewing hate from our mouths like some 
of the members of this group do.  
 
The comments below show how the debate is then carried on, ‘within’ the 
conservative group’s Facebook space. Four comments in particular encapsulate the 
broader culture wars gripping the city-state: 
 
 [ Anon] But how can mutual true love ever be wrong? 
Like · Reply · 1 · about an hour ago · Edited 
 
 [Anon2] Trying to imitate the western world by wanting to accept their values n beliefs... 
what they are failing to realise is that as Asians we value culture and traditions which is 
what separates us from the other 
Like · Reply · 1 · 2 hours ago 
 [Anon 3] If the turn out for this movement was so strong. CPF turnout should be 20k 
people at least!!! 
Like · Reply · 15 minutes ago 
 [Anon 4] Thank God the first male and female people on Earth aren't gay, or we all 
wouldn't be here. 




The blog TheOnlineCitizen, always a sort of digital everyman (sic), also questions the 
conservative right’s portrayal of, and discourse about, the Singaporean gay 
community, challenging the ‘myth of the rich gay’: 
‘… A quick scan of the ‘debates’ people are currently having on the actively 
anti-gay Facebook pages and groups set up to fight against Pink 
Dot/propagate the wearing of the shirts of the colour white/establish 
solidarity against penguin- themed library books, shows a train of thought 
arise time and again: gays have it good. Gays are rich. Gays go to the gym. 
Gays are promiscuous. Gays drink. Gays don’t have the responsibility of a 
wife and two kids and family to look after. Gays can do anything they want 
(because they have money, education and are affluent). 
…Not only is that line of thinking untrue, it’s also dangerous (and somewhat 
patriarchal). I’ve also heard some politicians remark, privately, that they 
don’t have to do anything to “fix housing for gay people because they are 
rich enough to buy condominiums so they’re OK”. Caricatures cannot and 
should not affect policy-making…’ (Anonymous, TheOnlineCitizen, 24 July, 
2014) [last accessed Oct, 2015].  
 
The digital clash of progressive and conservative activist groups sometimes results 
in transformative action in material space, and this action is not always a 
 




progressive one. One example of this is the way that online comments and social 
media groups were able to indirectly influence librarians at the National Library to 
remove books from the shelves seen (by the moral majority) as promoting a 
‘degenerate lifestyle’. Conservative pressure led to a formal complaint, which the 
library found itself obligated to respond to. 
The National Library is often used as an indoor (and outdoor) space of cultural 
activism, as exemplified by the Forum Theatre I observed in 2013 as part of the 
‘Singaporean Conversation’ (explored in Chapter 6). In response to the growing 
voices reacting against the ‘Pink Dot’ and pro-LGBT movements, librarians at the 
National Library took books off the shelves that were deemed not to be ‘pro-
family’. Thus, the power of online activism is revealed. What begins as a digital 
conversation amongst conservative voices has found a material outlet and has 
resulted in action: the removal of books. Digital activism, both progressive and 
conservative, can cause immediate and swift policy shifts, which goes to show that 
it may be far stronger than the ‘weak tie’ activism Gladwell (2010) suggested. 
In fact, the rapid response of National Library staff to online (conservative) activism 
may indicate that digital activism is more capable of inducing change than bodies 
gathered in material place or outdoor space. The Facebook post (below) shows 
quite clearly the relationship between conservative online voices and the policy-
making realm, as Tay Ai Chang (Chief Librarian) responded to an email from 
conservative (digital) groups, reassuring that their (digital) concerns would be 
resulting in material action. This email was subsequently posted on Facebook by 
the complainant, thereby opening up a new space for discourse. 
The progressive versus conservative ‘digital’ cultural war regarding ‘gay’ library 
books has reached a sort of stalemate, and concessions have been given to both 
sides: the books were removed from the children’s section, but were re-instated in 
the ‘adults’ section – a gesture that is surely aimed to please the (equally) loud 






Figure 62: Facebook response from the National Library Chief Librarian to ‘Moral Majority’ (2015). 
 
Thus the geography of activism in Singapore may resemble Merrifield’s (2013) 
conception of moving in and out of digital/material space, with both containing 
unique, transformative possibilities and limitations, and that it is possible in this 
case to consider Singaporean activism ‘as once weak tie and high risk, both online 






8.4 Chapter Conclusions: The Digital Domain as the 
Primary Site of Cultural Activism? 
 
On a small island where all space is planned and controlled, the digital realm, online 
agora, or ‘digital sphere’ takes on a particular importance. I close this chapter by 
suggesting that indeed it is the primary site of state-society relations: a place where 
candid opinions are voiced and clash with one another in a way that simply does 
not occur elsewhere in Singapore. The Singaporean blogosphere is full of loud and 
constantly changing coalitions both involving cultural activism for progressive 
causes and conservative morals and causes. These alliances sometimes touch and 
overlap one another. I have revisited many of the key protagonists in this thesis, 
and many of the key material sites, in their digital forms, and explored how these 
digital forms offer different types of pathways.  
In this conceptualisation of the digital street as the primary street of activism in 
Singapore, I play upon Merrifield’s (2013) bridging of the online and material and 
turn things around: what happens online is not necessary a result of, or a response 
to, what happens in a material place such as Speakers’ Corner, but what happens 
in Speakers’ Corner can be thought of as a manifestation of what first happens 
online. Singapore’s real, contested, central square is found online, and it might 
speak to Mitchell or Gladwell in showing that largely, that is where its revolution is 
being fought. From time to time, online dissent does touch material space, as with 
Pink Dot, Bukit Brown Cemetery, or, violently, the Little India Protests.  
The Singaporean daily tabloid Today’s Jose Raymond laid out a case on 27 March, 
2014,12 that the Government was ready to listen to civil society groups like it never 
has before. Some examples given were the expanded efforts for community 
consultations – government ‘listening tours’ – with a variety of groups on a number 
of issues, including the arts community at large for the preparation of 2012’s Arts 
and Culture Strategic Review. Raymond noted, for example, that the LTA (Land 
Transport Authority) had a consultation with environmental groups, and was then, 
after a dialogue, impressed to undertake an environmental impact assessment on 
proposed plans for a new underground line beneath the island’s central water 
                                                          
12 Commentary: ‘Strengthening Civil Society in Singapore’, Today, 27 March, 2014 [last 




catchment. Such consultations and impact assessments – part of standard practice 
in places like Britain or the United States – are not traditionally undertaken in 
Singapore and are not legally mandated. Herein is a reminder of a stark difference 
in context and also an example of how comparative (urban) analysis has fallen 
behind the times. Raymond argues for the efficacy of public-private partnerships, 
and a more strategic, cohesive, corporate approach within civil society and 
between civil society and government, suggesting that:  
‘… many NGO leaders will agree that they have to fend for themselves in 
figuring out strategies for effective management, talent retention, fund-
raising and in developing brand equity for their organisations or 
programmes. 
In many instances, NGO leaders may not even be aware of how important 
building brand equity is and how to go about doing it. 
Corporate C-suite leaders should adopt an NGO leader as part of their 
corporate social responsibility to share some of their best commercial 
practices’ (Raymond, Today, 27 March, 2014). 
However, it must be remembered that the Today paper is sometimes thought of as 
an extended voice of the state, owned by Mediacorp, which in turn is owned by 
Temasek Holdings, which is a government-owned investment arm. One must 
venture online to see the reactions, in the space that is more free than the ‘letters’ 
sections of the Straits Times or ‘Today’ (both heavily content-edited). The question 
also arises whether such institutionalised ‘listening’ is real listening.  
Online responses to Raymond’s article in the grassroots blogosphere are largely 
critical, cynical, and sceptical. Familiar leaders step forward, such as the curator of 
‘ArtPost:’ 
ArtPost: How about strengthening the civil service? Too many people 
there are not up to their jobs! 
1 hr · Edited · Like 
 








Freelancer · 612 subscribers 
There is also a need to recognise and respect the work of all civil society 
groups, not just the ones the government deem useful to them. It's great 
the government works with environmental groups and animal rights groups 
but it would be great to see more engagement even with the more 
politically "hot" issues like ISA and the death penalty. 
 
This article doesn't recognise that some groups and societies aren't even 
allowed to register, much less start on branding and resource-building like 
he suggests. 




Commenter · 347 subscribers 
Just give civil society space without all the legal threats and hoops and 
unfettered govt powers. No need for all this mumbo jumbo. 





It is not entirely clear whether such consultations and listening tours are genuine 
governmental responses to the loud digital voices, or whether it is largely Wayang: 
is the government truly listening to the online voices, or is it seeking ways to silence 
them? New restrictions on foreign media point toward the latter, but the removal 
of books from the National Library (and on the left, new legal challenges to the anti-
gay laws) show that what happens online does have clear and present material 
impacts.  
As Lim, the Singaporean ‘pioneer generation’ author, wrote in 1994: 
‘… But the disaffection remains largely coffee-house and cocktail party 
rhetoric only. Singaporeans continue to prefer the cover of anonymity. One 
reason may be the fear that the outspoken person will be marked out and 
victimised; another may be the sheer presence of so much proof of concrete 
well-being, such as a good job, a good bank account, a comfortable lifestyle’ 
(in The Straits Times, 3 September, 1994, found at 
http://catherinelim.sg/1994/09/03/the-pap-and-the-people-a-great-




Figure 63: Online cynicism, responding to Jose Raymond’s assertion in Today that the 





Twenty years on, the ‘great affective divide’ remains, though perhaps not as wide 
as it was a generation ago. Still, Singaporean dissent is more vocal – and more 
united around specific issues– in the anonymous shadows of cyberspace: dissent 
has moved from the cocktail party to the social media party. Whatever the future 
may hold, the government has shown it is increasingly willing to listen to, and 
engage with, this landscape of digital activism in a way that material activism has 
so far not provoked.  
Whether or not the digital grassroots might ever materialise as a physical force for 
true radical activism remains an open question in Singapore, as does the question 
of the role that arts and culture will play going forward. Mitchell proposed that 
actual revolutions require: 
‘… The taking to the streets and a taking of public space. They require the 
creation of disorder in places formerly marked by order (for revolution is 
also a pictorial event – it must be represented’ (Mitchell, 1995:124). 
 
Lefebvre (1991) suggested that political movements must create the space in which 
they can be represented and not vice versa, and create (in the process) spaces for 
representation. Mitchell, meanwhile, (1994:124) harkened back to the ‘Mothers’ 
movements in Buenos Aires – those whose children disappeared during the military 
junta in the 1970s. Mothers of the disappeared publicly proclaimed their cause by 
appropriating public squares and monuments, thus forcing their cause to be aired 
in the public domain. Enter Bukit Brown Cemetery, the Substation Theatre, or 
TheOnlineCitizen: these are spaces being created that allow the representation of 
various Singaporean publics.  
In the case of People’s Park, Berkeley, Mitchell (1995:125) argued that ‘… Only by 
taking and maintaining control over People’s Park could oppositional political 
activity be represented an advanced’. Have the cultural activists of Singapore 
‘taken’ Bukit Brown, or any other material space? Have the digital spaces of 
activism been taken, and re-shaped? Empirical findings point toward an answer of 
yes, although the form that such spaces and places are taken and shaped are quite 
different in Singapore than in Mitchell’s Berkeley or Lefebvre’s Paris.  
Therefore, as long as the most vigorous debate remains immaterial, digital activism 




geographical scale of the island and restrictive, authoritarian power structure 
means that activity that might otherwise occur materially occurs online. This 
activism has gotten the attention of the authorities in ways that indoor activism 
may fail to do: The Prime Minister’s lawsuit against a critical blogger is an example 
of how online activism does present, in the state’s eyes, a very real threat.  
Having now journeyed indoors, outdoors, and online to explore Singapore’s 
geographies of cultural activism, I will now tie together some key themes and 
discuss the wider implications of my findings in terms of broader theory, as well as 





















9.1 To Singapore, With Love  
 
‘…The state created the space. And that space is both physical, as well as 
temporal. Which was, the opening – the opening event of a physical space. 
It was both time-based, as well as physical-space based. The state created 
the space.  
And then the state decided – oh! Uh oh, uh oh, wait a minute! That was not 
what we were hoping for!’ (interview, critical blogger and activist, February, 
2013). 
 
In 2014, the Singaporean film-maker Tan Pin Pin released her film ‘To Singapore, 
with Love’, which features interviews with a number of Singaporean exiles, 
including radical students, communist party members, and other political 
dissidents. The film has already garnered international acclaim, but has been 
banned in Singapore: it received an ‘NAR’ (not allowed for all ratings) rating from 
the Media Development Agency, which prevents the screening of the film except 
for in private. On the night of the film’s first major public screening, hundreds of 
Singaporeans (as well as the film-maker), gathered to watch it in Johor Bahru, just 
across the causeway in Malaysia:  
‘…The ban of “To Singapore, With Love”, which was issued Sept. 10, comes 
at a time when the government has gone some way in relaxing censorship, 
as it pumps money into the arts to counter the island’s reputation for 
cultural sterility. It also comes during a period of national reflection as 
Singapore prepares to celebrate its 50th anniversary of independence from 
British rule next year’ (From the ‘New York Times’, Chen May Yee, 30 
September, 2014).  
 
The banning of ‘To Singapore, with Love’ exemplifies the paradoxes and 
contradictions embedded in the story of how this nation came to promote itself as 
a ‘Global City for the Arts’, and the schizophrenic way that it envisions its role in the 
world today. This thesis has brought several of these contradictory tensions to light.  
Firstly, is the perplexing concept of an island-nation controlled by the same political 
party for nearly 50 years, a party which has ultimate control on what is permitted 




boundaries. Certain themes are prioritised over others. Taboos remain over LGBTQ-
themes. Open dissent on the street is prohibited and online dissent (though 
boisterous) is increasingly censored. But the blogosphere and social media realm – 
if not the street itself – is filled with voices increasingly questioning neoliberal 
development and a state ethos that places wealth and prosperity first. The 
2011/2015 national elections demonstrated how grassroots cultural contestation 
can produce at least glimmer of what real political change might look like.  
At the same time, the long, careful stewardship of the People’s Action Party has 
allowed for a blossoming of artistic infrastructure that would not be possible 
elsewhere. Ideas are generated (often from liberal examples elsewhere, or with 
input from liberal-minded local artists) and can become reality in real-time, due to 
Singapore’s stable, strong government and almost limitless sovereign wealth.  
The national debate over how open the arts – as a space – should be is encapsulated 
by the speech made in Parliament by Janice Koh, the actress and former 
‘Nominated Member of Parliament for the Arts’. Space, as a concept, is crucial to 
most debates within Singapore, but here it is referred to ideologically as well as 
materially:  
‘… Let me also make a plug for more space in the arts because art, like 
debate, `approximates reality. Both create circumstances or situations 
found in the real world, but under artificial, laboratory-like conditions, so 
that we can examine that world all the more closely. Through scenes, 
dialogues and monologues in a drama, for instance, the audience has a 
chance to peek into the inner lives of characters – their doubts and struggles 
– and recognise them as their own. What is Hamlet doing when he asks, ‘To 
be or not to be?’ He is debating with himself about the value of life’ (Janice 
Koh, speech to Parliament, May, 2014). 
 
The debate continues, and is played out on the Singaporean street, in Singaporean 
material space, and in Singapore’s digital realm in real-time. It is through each of 
these spaces that this thesis has journeyed, exploring the tensions, socio-political 
interactions, networks, and relationships that define (and are defined by) the 






 9.2 Key Theoretical Implications of Findings  
 
As Lefebvre surmised, (and Merrifield paraphrased), ‘human beings make space 
just by encountering other human beings’ (Merrifield 2013:36). In Singapore, these 
encounters occur digitally and materially and thus ‘the urban consolidates, creates 
its own definition, its own coming-together’ (ibid:36). In Singapore, centrality is 
movable, relative, not fixed, and (as Merrifield, 2013, might propose), always in a 
state of constant mobilisation and negotiation (sometimes decentring itself). It 
resembles more of a ‘spider’s web’ than a fixed square, such as Zuccotti Park or 
Tahrir Square. Lefebvre (1968) wrote that there can be no city without centrality, 
yet in Singapore, ‘centrality’ has a peculiar, flexible meaning: ‘centre’ can be in one 
moment The Substation, the next, Hong Lim Park, and at the same time, Facebook. 
This reality points to the literature on the notion of the planetary city and multiple, 
rather than a single, fixed centre (e.g. see Merrifield, 2013; Brenner and Schmid, 
2014, and ongoing debates on ‘planetary urbanism’).  
Singapore’s multitude of ‘minor spaces’ – whether that be The Substation theatre, 
Hong Lim Park, or a website, may be combining to form ‘major spaces’ (as 
Merrifield, 2013:19, referred to them) enabling new possibilities to emerge, re-
making the cultural city-state and sending it forward in new directions. 
Through the examples presented, are there examples of ‘unmediated political 
public space’, which Mitchell (1995:121) proposed may be ‘totally unrealistic’. 
Whilst no space in Singapore may be completely unmediated, the flexibility of 
activists to change form and move in and out of space, as well as to form temporary, 
strategic alliances, shows that there does remain a robust, important public sphere, 
of which the material dimension forms only a supplementary part. The ‘politics of 
the encounter’ in Singapore are simultaneously digital and material and highly 
dynamic, pointing to the new forms of planetary urbanism that Merrifield (2013) 
suggests will increasingly define ‘the urban’, urban space, and urban politics. At the 
same time, Singaporean politics of the encounter are attached to place in a very 
material sense, as the theatre, the park, and the cemetery have very real meanings 
and implications for identity and spatial practice.  
Authors routinely portray Singapore’s story as one that is prescribed: the beginning 




government. Empirical findings here help add depth to the idea that Singapore’s 
story – that web of relations, processes, and differing possibilities (and many 
futures) – is constantly being written and re-written and not fixed. Amin and Thrift 
(2004) proposed, 
‘… The modern city is so continuously in movement and, consequently, so 
full of unexpected interactions that all kinds of spatialities are continually 
being opened up that provide the resources for continuing political 
invention’ (in Lees, 2004:232).  
 
The constantly shifting landscape of cultural activism, or ‘artivism’, explored in this 
thesis displays (as Latour outlined), ‘practices and prospects constituted in and 
through relational networks of varying spatial reach that constantly outrun 
descriptions like “large” or “small”’ (Latour, 2002, cited by Amin and Thrift, 
2002:233).  
Singapore’s governmental structure is controlling, but often kind, reflexive, and 
consultative; rigid, but constantly changing; harsh, but in many ways also 
enlightened; conservative, but on other fronts, world-beatingly progressive. If the 
cultural grassroots are a mirror of this structure, then it, too, must be 
conceptualised this way: neither ‘left’ nor ‘right’, but constantly shifting, almost like 
a school of fish that circles something to become (for a short time) a large, safe 
being, only to disperse in a million directions. In reconceptualising what it means to 
be ‘authoritarian’ in such a context, so, too, can we as researchers continue to 
reconceptualise what it means to be an activist, and begin the task of exploring and 
understanding the grassroots in this uncertain, digital, infinite, instantaneous, and 
perilous brave new world? This question presents an important conceptual link 
back to the emerging ‘new’ comparative urbanism literature, where authors from 
Robinson (2010, 2014) to Roy and Ong (2011) urge researchers to expose these 
varying, novel local complexities that are at once comparable and incomparable.  
The point here is that cultural activism in Singapore – and the related state-society 
socio-spatial relations – constantly outrun neat descriptions, neat categories, and 
the type of clean spatial delineations that are sometimes applied to ‘Asia’ (as a 
mythical, ‘otherised’ category) and to other atypical cases (such as authoritarian 




societies in a strategic-relational way to better-encompass the shifting boundaries 
and amorphous landscapes of these entities.  
Singapore’s ambivalent and ephemeral cultural-activist-scape also broadens and 
builds upon what authors such as Chatterton and Pickerill (2010) have observed 
elsewhere (the UK in their case): that the emerging geographies of activism simply 
cannot be contained in categories such as ‘militant’ or even ‘activist’. Cultural 
activism in Singapore may be above all else driven by pragmatism and the everyday 
experience – at times, it may even be complicit with the authoritarian state. The 
process of ‘activist becoming activist’ (ibid:476) is fraught everywhere, but 
particularly in a place like Singapore with such a unique set of power-relations 
(between state and society) and spatial restrictions, ordering, and boundaries.  
The ways in which, for example, ‘left’ touches ‘right’, ‘radical’ touches 
‘conservative’, and ‘material’ interacts with ‘digital’ in Singapore is a postmodern 
story, and may indeed reflect Roy’s ‘alternative modernity’ (2009:820). 
Emancipatory potential, restrictive limits, and spaces of surprising autonomy and 
possibility can be found in unexpected places (and can be absent in expected 
places): the digital comment section can display a debate more politically formative 
than in a university lecture hall, and an apolitical arts festival can be more spatially 
transformative than a violent riot.  
This thesis has argued that an understanding of any city’s creative ecosystem, but 
in particular one such as Singapore’s, where the state plays an especially large role 
as guardian and creator of the built and natural environments, must envision space, 
state, and society as dynamic and constantly in flux, with roles switching 
(sometimes very quickly). State and society can join in sometimes surprising 
alliances and allegiances, and yet be adversarial and antagonistic in the next 
moment. Space can be used subversively and banally, and both society and the 
state are engaged in constant mutual co-option, resistance, resilience, and also a 
sort of everyday pragmatism that is apolitical and simply ‘lived’. In this context, 
‘state’ and ‘artist’ both must be viewed not as stable entities, but as engaged in a 
sort of ambivalent, accidental ballet, rife with ambiguity and contradiction.  
In framing these types of contradictory elements, Colomb and Novy (2012:1821) 




commodification of the cultural economy’. These contradictions, Harvey argued (in 
Colomb and Novy, 2012:1821), ‘assume a certain structural significance’ as they not 
only open ‘new spaces for political thought and action within which alternatives 
can be both devised and pursued’, but also could ‘lead a segment of the community 
concerned with cultural matters to side with a politics opposed to multinational 
capitalism’ and favour more compelling alternatives based on ‘different kinds of 
social and ecological relations’. Colomb and Novy (2012) suggested that mobilising 
the political and ‘agitational powers of cultural producers’ is a ‘worthwhile 
objective for the Left’, and that Harvey (2012:89) both foresaw and called for the 
emergence of new oppositional movements in which artists and cultural producers 
would play a key role in response to the neoliberal state. These actions may not 
work, however, when artist, state, and civil society are sometimes one and the 
same: the state can be both patron and restrict patronage.  
The ‘left’s’ vision therefore becomes hazy in Singapore: a postmodern dynamic 
model where an artist can, temporarily, become part of the state and then return 
to just doing art. His friend, the civil servant, can provide spaces of emancipation 
and repression with a signature, at the same time. A theatre director can be radical 
and anti-radical in the same moment. In Singapore, assumed stable categories are 
not fixed, take different forms, and often interact in contradictory, fleeting, and 
accidental, rather than deliberate, ways. In this sense, ‘creative resistance’ in Berlin 
or Hamburg and ‘cultural activism’ in Bristol may or may not translate to ‘creative 
resistance’ in Singapore. This distinction may seem obvious, but these contextual 
differences are not always assumed in urban literature.  
Perhaps a Foucaultian view of plural ‘resistances’ is more appropriate for the 
fluidity and ambiguity of an authoritarian context. Foucault’s (1976a) conception of 
resistance was not one of fixed boundaries, coagulated coalitions, or even 
deliberately performed or orchestrated acts, but rather a temporary web of 
embodied, momentary, almost non-definable ‘resistances’ that are ‘... distributed 
in irregular fashion: the points, knots or focuses of resistance are spread over time 
and space in various densities, inflaming certain points of the body, certain 
moments in life, certain types of behaviour’ (Foucault, 1976a:135). This conception 
enables a view of everyday activities, or slight variations of the norm, to be viewed 




career over engineering, touring a cemetery, foregoing the shopping mall for the 
public park, or quietly influencing arts funding from within. As Katz (2004) and 
Chatterton and Pickerill (2010) explored, ‘resistance’ is not one size fits all, but 
highly complex and contextualised.  
Therefore, it may not be necessary to assign categories or definitions (such as 
resistance and contestation) to the arts/activist apparatus in Singapore, but rather, 
allow it to exist in an holistic and flexible ‘third space’ (Soja, 1996). Soja envisioned 
an inclusive ‘third’ or ‘other’ space where ‘… everything comes together … 
subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract and the concrete, the real and the 
imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable, the repetitive and the differential, 
structure and agency, mind and body, consciousness and the unconscious, the 
disciplined and the transdisciplinary, everyday life and unending history’ (Soja, 
1996:57). Here, spaces need not be assigned certain political roles and need not 
contain certain sets of ideas or aspirations. But rather, ‘an-Other way of 
understanding and acting to change the spatiality of human life, a distinct mode of 
critical spatial awareness that is appropriate to the new scope and significance 
being brought about in the rebalanced trialectics of spatiality–historicality–
sociality’ (1996:61). In this conception, space has the flexibility and inclusivity to 
expand and contract, and allows constant negotiation and contestation of 
boundaries, identities, and beliefs.  
Such a flexible, inclusive space for ‘Otherness’, also put forward by Bhabha (1998, 
2004) allows for a circumspect view of cultural and societal hybridisation, in which 
‘… all forms of culture are continually in a process of hybridity’, that ‘… displaces 
the histories that constitute it, and sets up new structures of authority, new political 
initiatives … The process of cultural hybridity gives rise to something different, 
something new and unrecognizable, a new area of negotiation of meaning and 
representation’ (Bhabha, 1998:98).  
Singapore’s complexities, hybridities, ambiguities, and paradoxes offer a challenge 
to authors seeking to define and describe a perceived rejuvenated and coherent 
‘left’. Singapore is small, but is representative of the large portion of the world in 
which Western liberalism is limited or non-existent. Indeed, in sheer demographics, 
it may be that the West (and the associated expectations of civil liberties and 




of states such as China, Russia, and (increasingly) parts of the African continent. 
Therefore, small resistanc(es), resilience(s), and transgressions may take new 
forms. ‘Worlding’ urban theory includes worlding (and expanding) concepts like 
‘left’ and ‘right’, and indeed, what constitutes ‘the political’. 
The boundary between ‘state’ and ‘society’, suggested Jessop (2007), is always 
blurred and temporal, but this may be particularly the case in the authoritarian city-
state. Jessop envisions ‘the state’ not as an entity at all, but rather as a social 
relation with different strategic effects. In other words, the state is not something 
with an essential, fixed property (as it is sometimes portrayed in political 
literatures). Rather, Jessop envisions the state as determined by the wider social 
relations in which it is situated. As such, and as conceptualised in this thesis, the 
state has differing manifestations, boundaries, and apparatuses.  
By envisioning state-society relations and cultural-activist networks as a sort of 
interconnected web, I have demonstrated the ways in which artists, activists, and 
the state influence each other and share space (and in some cases, play several 
different roles at once). Artists and activists both influence public opinion, which is 
important in feeding back conceptions of the ‘moral majority’ to the state. 
However, the state also influences public opinion through its subtle (and not so 
subtle) usage of media conduits and tight overall control.  
Foreign institutions – such as companies or universities (e.g. Yale/NUS), and also 
foreign governments, as well as broader foreign public opinion (whether a global 
newspaper or a travel brochure) – play a role in this system, influencing state policy 
as well as domestic public opinion. Finally, I envision state employees (in the arts 
and cultural sector) as located squarely in the middle of this network and flows, 
interpreting and delivering state policy and initiatives but balancing this with 
grassroots activism coming from artists and activists.  
Activists both influence, and are influenced by, global events and networks, 
spanning a full range of issues. Domestic popular opinion can be envisioned as 
being comprised by a variety of groups and ideas, from conservative religious 
(Christian, Muslim, or other) groups to those without strong political or cultural 





9.2.1  Spaces of Culture; Places of Activism  
 
‘… This is [Lee Kuan Yew’s] hard headed pragmatism. Everything is in terms 
of space, converted into money. This is the link. And also, look at how 
valuable space is – look at the value of property – space is money, space is 
loyalty, space is everything’ (interview, Singaporean writer, November, 
2012). 
‘… The universal consequence of the crusade to secure the city is the 
destruction of any truly democratic space’ (Davis, 1990:155). 
 
Whether or not material public space is as important as earlier theorists – such as 
Mitchell, Soja or Harvey proposed that it is – is a question that may need revisiting 
given the new (and growing) importance of digital conversations that were missing 
from traditional social movements, and may need to take into account the 
proliferation of new (and complex) forms of authoritarian regimes that simply did 
not exist in the 1960s, 1980s, or even 1990s. 
According to Lefebvre (1991:385) there are strong reasons why we cannot give up 
on actual urban space – rather than abstract or immaterial space – as a site of 
possibilities. As Lefebvre characterised ‘abstract space’:  
‘…Differences, for their part, are forced into the symbolic forms of an art 
that is Itself abstract. A symbolism derived form that mis-taking of sensory, 
sensual and sexual which is intrinsic to the things/signs of abstract space 
finds objective expression in derivative ways: monuments have a phallic 
aspect, towers exude arrogance and the bureaucratic and political 
authoritarianism immanent to a repressive space is everywhere’ (Lefebvre, 
1991:49). 
 
Habermas (1989) identified the 18th century coffee house as an important 
(material) space of vibrant public discussion. However, for Habermas, a ‘televised, 
manipulated society’ is a ‘corruption’ of the public sphere (157), where ‘intelligent 
debate’ has been replaced with something else.  
I wonder what Lefebvre or Habermas would make of contemporary Singapore 
(Habermas, of course, is very much alive and may well have visited). But one of the 
shortcomings of much urban research is the lack of conceptualisation of different 
forms of state-society relations and varying formations of urban space. The 




translate to the 2015 ‘Hawker Centre’ in Singapore. But in many other ways, an 
English, Mandarin, Tamil, and Malay speaking, authoritarian, wealthy, small city-
state does not offer an easy comparison.  
Grappling with an emerging ‘digital sphere’, authors from the 1980s or 1990s 
cannot possibly have imagined the emancipatory potential of cyberspace for a 
place like Singapore, which enables a Confucian society bound by varying degrees 
of de jure and de facto censorship (and self-censorship) to project a voice, and voice 
dissent, in a digital space that transcends the humid restrictions of a place like 
Speakers’ Corner or Bukit Brown Cemetery. The availability of digital space for 
resistance(s) allows these material spaces to gain importance, in a sort of dynamic 
feedback loop. The social relations that compromise (and make) material space 
continue online, thereby creating online space; these online social relations and 
practices also continue to shape and create material space. In these processes, 
cultural activism (and cultural activists themselves) are made and re-made, 
performed and realised. The city, and its relations and networks across the critical 
art-scape, are always in motion, being practiced, made, and remade, as de Certeau 
(2000) theorised when walking ‘off the pathway’.  
Harvey (2000) ruminated about the triumph of spatial form over social process, the 
idea that a perfect society is stabilised by a perfect urban order. Such ideas, Harvey 
argued, have become ‘inextricably bound up with authoritarianism and 
totalitarianism’ (Pile in Lees, 2004:218). As Harvey argued, 
‘… Utopias of spatial form get perverted from their noble objectives by 
having to compromise with the social processes they are meant to control. 
We now see also that materialized utopias of social processes have to 
negotiate with spatiality and the geography of place and in so doing they 
also lose their ideal character, producing results that are in many instances 
exactly the opposite of those intended’ (Harvey, 2000:179-80). 
 
Having taken a journey through the Singaporean landscape of ‘cultural activism’ 
across indoor, outdoor, and digital space, I now attempt to connect the 
(theoretical) dots by summarising here the typologies of space through which this 
thesis has journeyed:  
1. Material public/semi-public outdoor places such as Bukit Brown Cemetery 




the Substation Theatre, the University, or the artists’ studio. Howell (1993) 
conceptualised spaces such as these, those that function as small openings 
within a repressive power structure, as ‘islands of freedom … surrounded 
by Foucault’s carceral archipelago’ (1993:313). In these ‘hidden islands’, 
space is taken by marginalised groups in order to press claims for their 
rights.  
We must reconsider what constitutes a marginalised group in this context. When 
we speak of fringe artists, activists, or radical academics, we may be talking about 
ideologically marginalised groups within an authoritarian setting, but we are not 
talking about traditional marginalised groups – the homeless, the poor, ethnic or 
racial minorities, or the disabled or elderly. In this case, ‘marginalised’ is more of an 
ideological category; those on the cultural fringe of Singaporean society, who prefer 
artistic expression to the normative everyday experience of consumption.  
2. Immaterial public and semi-public spaces, constituting the ‘digital agora’ 
(Hartley, 1992) or what Habermas (1989) called the aspatial/normative 
‘public sphere’ in which the public sphere is best imagined as the suite of 
institutions and activities that mediate the relations between society and 
the state.  
In Singapore’s case, this these spaces are especially large and loud and, relative to 
other authoritarian societies, such as China, remain relatively open and free of 
censorship (though as explained, not entirely so). These spaces contain a wide, 
cross-section of voices and opinions, reflecting society at large, from conservative 
groups to radical groups (and sometimes intersecting and overlapping).  
Let us now consider how these spaces present possibilities for uncontrolled activity 
and interactions, or, contrastingly, the degree to which these spaces/places are 
‘Disneyfied’ spaces were interactions are carefully planned and controlled (Zukin, 
1991, 1995). Mitchell (1995:120) suggested that such ‘Disneyfication’ of space 
results in the increasing alienation of people from the possibilities of unmediated 
social interaction and increasing control by powerful economic and social actors 
over the production and use of space. As Harvey (1989), Davis (1990), and Lefebvre 
(1991) proposed, imposing limits and controls on spatial interactions has been one 




What are the ‘spaces of social practice’ that divide social groups (Lefebvre, 
1991:375) according to the dictates of comfort and order, rather than to those of 
political struggle (Mitchell, 1995:120)? In Singapore, do the 
‘… strategies of urban and corporate planners … distribute various social 
strata and classes across the available territory … keeping them separate 
and prohibiting all contacts…these replaced by signs (or images) of 
contacts?’ (Mitchell, 2003:140).  
 
 My empirical research shows this not necessarily to be the case: Singapore’s spaces 
of cultural activism feature intersecting and overlapping connections and networks 
of state and society, ‘right’ and ‘left’, but the degree to which social relations 
overlap and intersect varies as to the size and visibility of the space. The smallest in 
this case are the indoor spaces, and the largest, the digital sphere.  
Even Buser et al. (2013), who denoted the importance of material (place) as a key 
reference point for place-based collectivity, admit there may not be a ‘singularly 
defined notion of place’ (16). Diverse forms of cultural activism relate to ‘place’ 
differently, and the authors stress that ‘place based activism is not a retreat to the 
local which … delimits the imagination of political possibilities or action’ (17). 
Rather, they stressed,  
‘… The way a place is claimed to represent a particular vision of politics may 
actually entail a complex relationship between place and politics: a 
commitment to a neighbourhood as an experiment in sustainability, a 
nurturing environment for cultural activism, or a place with a popular, 
radical history. Place as a collective political referent is relational, rather 
than essential, in nature’ (Buser et al., 2013:17). 
The inherent irony in the findings of this PhD thesis might be that in searching for 
the ‘territory’ of cultural activism, I have found something that may simply 
transcend territory, and may be formless: Merrifield’s ‘banal world of virtual flows 
and forms without any content’ (2013:18) and where (as Shirky, 2008, proposed), 
everyone really is getting together on social media. Shirky (2008) argued that social 
media has ‘… the potential to empower everybody’ and can ‘coordinate 
unprecedented mass activism’ (48).  
At the same time, I do not believe that in Singapore’s example, material space 
(territory) is non-existent or un-important. Bukit Brown retains its ability to inspire 




scripted and controlled it may be. The possibility must also be considered that, as 
Gladwell (2010) argued, social media is not (and cannot) be a truly radical or critical 
space, that its very existence reinforces the existing social order and status quo. 
They are ‘not the natural enemy of the status quo’ he wrote, and suggested that 
true radical action still requires that you think ‘there are still lunch counters out 
there’ (referencing again the Greensboro, USA Civil Rights sit-ins in 1960) (Gladwell, 
from ‘The New Yorker’, 4 October, 2010).  
Whilst this is an important point, I would use the research in this thesis to show 
Gladwell (and others who doubt the ability of social media to function as a ‘true’ 
radical space) that in Singapore, and potentially other places, the lunch counter is 
a social space of a different nature. The contested, segregated lunch counter in 
Singapore is largely digital, particularly given Singapore’s unique racial/ethnic 
delineations which have important implications for the ways that groups use and 
occupy material places. This is a place where protest and counter-protest occur 
with the least degree of state intervention or physical restrictions. When such 
demonstrations occur materially, from the peaceful and apolitical (‘Pink Dot’) to 
the violent and angry (‘Little India’ riots), they are immediately within the state’s 
grasp.  
I argue here that in a Singaporean context the possibility must be considered that 
social processes (including those playing out digitally) may have the capability to 
triumph over spatial form, which, in a sense, turns Harvey’s (2000) view of 
dystopia/utopia on its head. Singapore’s tightly-connected, overlapping, and highly 
dynamic coalitions and alliances have opened up ‘spaces of hope’, manifesting 
materially in forms such as ‘Pink Dot’, the Bukit Brown tours, and ‘Awakening the 
Dragon’: new and novel uses of performing, creating, and occupying space that are 
not planned or (completely) controlled.  
As Merrifield (2013: xiv) proposed, people’s existential desires frequently reach out 
and extend beyond the scale of the city and revolve around a ‘common, collective 
humanity’. In Singapore, material space simply is not big enough for this collective 
yearning to be realized. Digital space is not only important: it is crucial. ‘Pink Dot’ 
will soon out-grow Hong Lim Park: the record attendance in 2014 and 2015 and 




beings in place. The possibilities for ‘Pink Dot’ as a mixed material and immaterial 
movement, however, are endless.  
So, what forms will cultural activism take then, going forward? Merrifield (2013), 
after all, asks: ‘how to give form to a reality that is now seemingly formless?’ (xv).  
Singapore’s ‘other’ material spaces, such as Bukit Brown or the forgotten clay 
studio will increasingly become important sites, and the digital forum will grow (as 
long as it is allowed). The question then becomes, how large will cultural activism 
be permitted to grow, and, if the state wishes to halt its growth, is it even capable 
of doing so? 
 
9.3 The Pandora’s Box of Cultural Singapore: What 
‘Seething Forces Have Been Unleashed?’  
 
‘… President Tan also took the opportunity to invite the Queen, or her 
representative, to visit Singapore during the 50th anniversary of 
Singapore’s independence next year. 
Acclaimed Singapore theatre director and actor Ivan Heng and his husband, 
Tony Trickett were also invited to the banquet by Queen Elizabeth II herself. 
The invitation was received just 12 days after he and his long-time partner 
Trickett got married in the Chelsea Old Town Hall in London on 1 August this 
year’. (‘TheOnlineCitizen’ 25 October, 2014, ‘State Banquet Held in London 
for Singapore’s President’ [Last accessed October 2015]). 
 
Whereas the city-State goes to great lengths to ensure ethnic, religious, and racial 
stability and harmony, it has had a troubled relationship with gay rights and the 
acceptance of a homosexual lifestyle in its societal balance. It is called into question 
whether Singapore’s adoption of global ‘creative city’ ideas, in which gay rights are 
important (Florida, 2002, 2005) is possible. It may be tempting, therefore, to 
dismiss Singapore’s recent cultural turn as merely an authoritarian shadow play, 
(Wayang) – an incomplete copy of a true attempt to emulate other so-called 
‘creative cities’.  
Yet, as my research and analysis have shown, such a conclusion is too simple. 




resistance. What happens at the ‘top’ of an authoritarian power structure is always 
symbolic and important in terms of its meaning for broader society, and, therefore, 
the inclusion of the openly-gay theatre director and actor Ivan Heng and his 
husband at a recent state banquet at Buckingham Palace during president Tan’s 
State visit to London (in 2014) is highly significant. What does it mean, to present 
to the Queen of England a gay, legally-married Singaporean, when gay marriage 
(and, indeed, gay sex) remains illegal in the city-state?  
This example highlights how Singapore’s ‘cultural turn’ and embracing of the arts 
has unleashed a Pandora’s Box, where such powerful paradoxes (see Lees, 2004) 
increasingly define a city-state in flux: authorities and conservative groups restrict 
gay rights while simultaneously presenting a gay actor as a national hero. What 
would Florida make of such a paradox, and would this cause him to re-think his 
(2002, 2005) theses? 
Beginning in the 1980s, accelerating in the 1990s, and continuing to present day, 
Singapore has made arts and culture a flagstone of government policy in a manner 
of ways. These policies, some uniquely local, others crafted from travelling global 
ideas, have had a number of impacts and results, in terms of space, place, politics, 
and society. This ‘creative turn’ has also given rise to a multitude of tensions, and 
these tensions have galvanised both the radical/progressive ‘cultural activist’ 
community, as well as the ‘conservative coalition’.  
‘Global City for the Arts’ policies correspond with the formation of an ‘Arts 
Generation’ of a closely-connected ‘affinity group’ of people in their 30s and 40s 
who tend to show up in the same places, spaces, and coalitions: whether that be 
Bukit Brown, ‘Pink Dot’, or the digital sphere. The presence, and influence of this 
group, is a direct result of the implementation of arts and culture strategy, funding, 
and infrastructure, a key policy implication for other cities grappling with 
implementing similar arts and culture strategies. 
The adoption of various policies associated with becoming a ‘cultural city’ have 
resulted in fissures and tears in Singapore’s ‘canopy of civility’ (Anderson, 2011), as 
opposing social and cultural forces battle over values and national identity. The 
arts, and arts spaces, are central to this battle, with artists themselves in the middle. 




order, are being up-ended by the forces unleashed by the arts’ Pandora’s Box. 
Conservative voices are growing louder in reaction to increasingly progressive 
voices, and, at times, tensions become uncivil and rise to the surface, as seen in the 
‘Little India’ Riots and fierce fight over ‘Pink Dot’.  
The question of whether the Singaporean state’s deliberate policies on creativity 
and culture have themselves given rise to a critical, free-thinking, cultural 
grassroots, seems, now, to have a clear answer: yes. The question of whether this 
cultural grassroots has the possibility, or faces the impossibility, of altering the path 
of Singapore in the 21st century, so that it becomes a more inclusive, more 
thoughtful, and more equitable place (in terms of social and spatial justice) remains, 
however, elusive and unclear. Further research, and a revisiting in the future of the 
path dependency of the various movements currently ongoing, is needed. 
Curator: 
7 hours ago 
Not a victory until mutual respect and non-discrimination become 
community norms. — feeling meh. 
 
 
Singapore’s government and policy-elite may have unleashed something with 
unintended consequences and something that can no longer be controlled: if 
maintaining balance and economic growth are the two over-arching goals of 
government (as Singapore scholars have asserted), then how will the government 
deal with the arts if they destabilise, rather than stabilise, socio-cultural currents?  
The possibility also exists that members of the policy elite expected such an 
outcome, and that this tense, contradictory, cultural battleground was indeed an 
intended outcome of the arts push. Indeed, as I demonstrated in this thesis, 
members of the ‘arts generation’ now have increasing positions of influence and 
sway within top policy and political circles; the arts have infiltrated the power 
structure. If this is so, then the conception of the authoritarian Singaporean state 
may need to be re-thought.  
Another possibility is that state policy elites have simply come to a consensus that 
more culture – and all that comes with it (including an enlivened, critical cultural 
grassroots) are a small price to pay for the economic benefits that might follow. It 




may be that Singapore’s policy trajectory remains completely economically driven, 
and that indeed the cultural makeover of the city state is little more than Wayang. 
I predict this will become clearer once the remainder of the ‘pioneer generation’ 
steps away from power in the short-term, and those born after 1970 increasingly 
step into key leadership positions. It is they who will carry the mantle of the ‘cultural 
city’ forward.  
The balance of power will shift as Singaporeans who came of age under the cultural 
turn replace those who came of age during more traditional, more hardscrabble, 
and more reactionary decades after World War Two. However, there are also 
conservative, reactionary forces gaining increasing pedestals of power. The 
evangelical Christian church continues to grow rapidly in Singapore, even among 
the young (particularly in the Chinese ‘heartland’). Sudden shifts can occur, as they 
have in the past, in response to economic or other shocks. As Singapore has 
liberalised and opened up, Malaysia has become more conservative, with Islamic 
law increasingly asserting itself across the region, corresponding with the global 
growth of hard-line Islamism. As these global currents impact Singapore, as they 


















Figure 65: The future is uncertain, but an enlivened grassroots presents both possibilities and 
paradoxes (author’s photo, taken February, 2014). 
 
Merrifield concluded his (2013) exploration of new political encounters in the 
‘urban’ by his vision of a possible (future) alternative reality, and a suggested way 
forward for radical activists. His future includes things such as using vacant 
buildings as housing for those in need; community ownership of land and property; 
and to begin to ‘take: take without asking, without pleading, without asking for 
permission’ (Merrifield, 2013:120).  
This is a difficult ask for Singapore, a context where private property rights and 
‘rights’ in general must be conceptualised differently. Space must be asked for and 
permission granted. But Merrifield (2013) also proposed the need to ‘create 
alliances with people who have no rights, work with architects and activists; with 
ordinary people and specialists; those with common sense and those with sense of 
scale’ (121). This thesis has demonstrated that the possibility for these alliances and 
coalitions, and their ability to create new spaces of encounter, is a reality. Cultural 
spaces do exist in Singapore where ‘people can encounter one another and where 




urban space’ (ibid, 2013:121). As I have shown, this occurs in the theatre, in the 
gallery, in the cemetery, the square, the university, and digitally, to varying degrees. 
Singapore (or no place) may ever have a public realm that is truly ‘collectively run 
and managed by the people’ (Merrifield, 2013:130), but its myriad of micro spaces 
are beginning to connect and interconnect in a way that was not the case before 
the island took a ‘cultural turn’. The dragon is awakening. 
 
9.4.1 Further Research  
 
Further research is needed to expand the exploration of what the global turn 
toward ‘creativity’ has meant in a volatile, fast-changing, immediately-connected 
world, particularly in harder to reach and yet-unexplored cases. There is a strong 
need to understand the relationship between cultural activism, space, and power 
in the ‘developing’ world, such as Sub-Saharan Africa and new nations still in the 
early stages of developing such policies. Research is needed in contexts that are 
more oppressive and do not openly seek arts and cultural engagement: where are 
the openings, and spaces of hope, tensions, and contradictions across space in a 
place such as North Korea or the horrifying, emerging Caliphate of Syria and Iraq? 
Only with more studies of the full range of forms of the state in these widely varying 
settings can a theoretically rich and deeply textured understanding of 
authoritarianism, activism, and urban space truly emerge.  
More research is needed that critically questions Singapore as a successful model 
to be emulated and replicated, especially as the ‘Singapore model’ increasingly 
appears in the policy and strategy documents of a variety of places (Chua, 2011). 
The shattering of the global economy from 2008 to the present has caused ripples 
in both policy and lifestyle that are only now beginning to be explored and 
understood. Furthermore, social tensions and political change reached levels in 
2011 not seen in decades, as oppressive regimes around the world toppled and 
demonstrators and ‘occupiers’ took to the streets around the world (including in 
Singapore). Pressure is building to look at what policy failure – or economic failure, 
in the form of potentially unsustainable or divisive ‘cultural’ policies – might look 
like in Singapore, and what they might mean for a society in which the ‘fear of 




More qualitative, longitudinal research is needed in Singapore, but also the 
surrounding region, which dwarfs Singapore in terms of size, population, and 
cultural/political/economic significance. There is a need for non-English research, 
whether that be Javanese, Malay, or Indigenous languages, to join the mainstream 
urban literature, so that we geographers can continue the difficult (yet essential) 
task of de-colonising urban research and theory. In Singapore itself, more 
ethnography should be conducted away from policy elites, English-speaking elites, 
the university-educated, and the permanent resident. There is a world of research 
waiting, dealing with the Singaporean heartland, that contentious category so often 
cast aside and disparaged, and also along the fringes of Singaporean society – both 
conspicuously missing from my research, due to time and language constraints, but 
also from mainstream Singaporean research as well. The Malay and Indian -
Singapore experience, and the migrant worker perspectives, deserve greater 
attention.  
Finally, the ‘arts generation’ deserves to be followed as they move from the cultural 
fringe into mainstream leadership and become increasingly powerful and 
influential: will this cohort continue to push Singapore toward a more progressive, 
cosmopolitan future, or will this group ease into a more conservative, traditional 
role? After all, Ley (1996) explored how ‘hippies’ can morph, over time, into 
‘yuppies’. Is Singapore’s ‘cultural turn’ simply a blip, a hiccup in time?  
In conclusion, Singapore’s complexities, hybridities, ambiguities, and paradoxes 
invite – and challenge – authors seeking to expand the debate, as Colomb and Novy 
(2012) advocated, on the emerging global geographies of ‘cultural activism’ and 
‘creative resistance’. Singapore is small, but is representative of the large portion 
of the world in which Western liberalism is limited or non-existent. Indeed, in sheer 
demographics, it may be that the West (and the associated expectations of civil 
liberties and freedoms, along with democratic, open spaces) is the exception, not 
the norm, when considering the size and breadth of states such as China, Russia, 
and (increasingly) parts of the African continent. The debate should continue to 
expand in a cosmopolitan manner, broadening and worlding conceptions of 







Appendix 1: Semi Structured Interviews (List of Participants)  
 
 
1. Participant 1: (First Interview) 
Date: 3 December, 2012 
Time: 6pm (18:00) 
Location: Office (central Singapore) 
Profession: State urban planning professional (policy elite) 
 
2. Participant 1: (Second Interview) 
Date: 11 February, 2014 
Time: 11pm (23:00) 
Location: Veranda, Tiong Bahru Bar, Singapore 
Profession: State urban planning professional (policy elite) 
 
3. Participant 2:  
Date: 12 November, 2012 
Time: 1pm (13:00) 
Location: His office (near city-centre, Singapore) 
Profession: Activist, academic  
 
4. Participant 3:  
Date: 19 November, 2012 
Time: 12:30pm 
Location: Café, Fusionopolis Complex (One North, Singapore) 





5. Participant 4: 
Date: 14 December, 2012 
Time: 2:00pm (14:00) 
Location: University office 
Profession: Professor 
 
6. Participant 5: 
Date: 4 February, 2013 
Time: 11:00am 
Location: (Artist’s live/work studio) 
Profession: Artist (Painter) 
 
7. Participant 6: 
Date: 4 February, 2013 
Time: 3:00pm (15:00) 
Location: University office  
Profession: Theatre company director and University professor  
 
8. Participant 7 
Date: 22 February, 2013 
Time: 4:00pm (16:00) 
Location: Rock Ash Café, Marina Centre (underground shopping mall)  







9. Participant 8  
Date: 30 November, 2012  
Time: 4:00pm (16:00) 
Location: TCC Café, Orchard Road  
Profession: Writer and public intellectual  
 
10. Participant 9:  
Date: 21 December, 2012  
Time: 5:30pm (17:30) 
Location: The National Library Void Deck (central Singapore) cafe  
Profession: Women’s rights activist and NGO Volunteer  
 
11. Participant 10 (First Interview) 
Date: 21 March, 2013 
Time: 3:00pm (15:00) 
Location: National Museum of Singapore (foyer café)   
Profession: Ceramics artist  
 
12. Participant 10 (2nd Interview): 
Date: 11 February, 2014  
Time: 5:30pm (17:30) 
Location: Artist’s studio and gallery, off Serangoon Road, north-eastern Singapore   








13. Participant 11: 
Date: 6 February, 2014  
Time: 12pm  
Location: Café, the Esplanade Theatres by the Bay, Singapore (Esplanade) 
Profession: Actor/activist  
 
14. Participant 12: 
Date: 4 December, 2012 
Time: 9:00am  
Location: Hawker Centre, Marine Parade (east coast Singapore) 
Profession: Writer, public intellectual    
 
15. Participant 13: 
Date: 27 February, 2013 
Time: 10:00 AM 
Location: His offices, small industrial/office park in suburban Singapore  
Profession:  Singaporean architect /public intellectual  
 
16. Participant 14: 
Date: 5 February, 2013 
Time: 5:00pm (17:00) 
Location: ‘Coffee and Donuts’ café, Raffles City Shopping Mall (underground). 
central Singapore  








17. Participant 15: 
Date: 10 January, 2013 
Time: 10:30am 
Location: Arts Centre (eastern Singapore) 
Profession: Arts policy professional (policy elite) 
 
18. Participants 16 and 17: (Joint Interview) 
Date: 5 December, 2012 
Time: 4:30pm (16:30)  
Location: Artistry Café, Kampung Glam (east of central Singapore)  
Profession (1): Working artist, curator, and social activist 
Profession (2): Working artist, curator, and social activist  
 
19. Participant 17 (Second Interview) 
Date: 12 February, 2014 
Time: 4:00pm (16:00)  
Location: Kampung Glam Café (Arab Street/Kampung Glam)  
Profession: Working artist and curator, social activist 
 
20. Participant 18 
Date: Monday, 14 January 2013  
Time: 10:30am  
Location: His home residence, high up in a fancy condominium tower off Orchard 
Road/Scotts Road  







21. Participant 19 
Date: 23 January, 2013   
Time: 3:00pm (15:00)  
Location: University office   
Profession: Singaporean academic/activist  
 
22. Participant 20 
Date: 3 January, 2013   
Time: 2:00pm (14:00)  
Location: The Melba Café, Goodman Arts Centre   
Profession: Artist and policy professional (elite and non-elite)  
 
23. Participant 21 
Date: 28 November, 2012   
Time: 3:00pm (15:00)  
Location: Theatre/Performing Arts Centre, rehearsal space (upstairs)   
Profession: Theatre director   
 
24. Participant 22 
Date: 4 January, 2013   
Time: 11:00am  
Location: Raffles City Shopping Mall Complex (Starbucks)   








25. Participant 23 
Date: 11 February, 2014 
Time: 2pm (14:00)  
Location: Art Gallery, Raffles Hotel   
Profession: Artist, gallery owner, curator, and dealer   
 
26. Participant 24 (Phone Interview 1) 
Date: 7 September, 2012 
Time: 17:31 (5:31) 
Location: King’s College London, Department of Geography   
Profession: PhD student in theatre arts, Singapore; working theatre professional  
 
27. Participant 24 (Phone Interview 2) 
Date: 30 January, 2013 
Time: 14:45 (2:45pm) 
Location: National University of Singapore (University Town study room)   
Profession: PhD student in theatre arts, Singapore  
 
28. Participant 25 
Date: 15 February, 2013  
Time: 6pm (18:00) 
Location: Artistry Café (Kampung Glam) Singapore   








29. Participants 26 and 27 (Joint Interview) 
Date: 19 January, 2013 
Time: 1pm-2pm (13:00-14:00) 
Location: Jalan Bahar Clay Studios, far-western Singapore   
Profession: Ceramics artists  
 
30. Participant 28 
Date: 28 February, 2013 
Time: 2pm (14:00) 
Location: Holland Village, a café (near the Bukit Timah NUS Campus)   
Profession: Lawyer, gay rights activist, and academic  
 
 
31. Participant 29 
Date: 2 April, 2014 
Time: 10:00am 
Location: Café, Somerset House, London   












 Appendix 2: Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form 
(Approved by King’s College London) 
 
INFORMATION SHEET FOR 
PARTICIPANTS 
 
REC Reference Number: GSSHM REP 
 
Creative Singapore: Paradoxes and Possibilities  
 
We would like to invite you to participate in this postgraduate research project. You should 
only participate if you want to; choosing not to take part will not disadvantage you in any 
way. Before you decide whether you want to take part, it is important for you to understand 
why the research is being done and what your participation will involve. Please take time 
to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask us if 
there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. 
 
 This research will add to theory building by learning from Singapore’s 
example.  
 The project is about the ways in which Singaporean Government policy 
impacts the daily lives of its citizens, in regards to efforts for the city-state to 
become a ‘creative nation’ and a ‘renaissance city.’ 
 Interview questions will revolve around aspects of daily life, such as work and 
recreational activities, creative hobbies, funding and income, social activities, 
and opinions about your neighbourhood, office, and public spaces such as 
squares and parks. Other topics will include participants’ opinions on 
diversity, cultural activities, creativity, education, socialising, and 
entertainment and recreation, as well as forms of creativity and creative 
expression.  
 Interview topics may include questions about the effectiveness and impacts 
of government policy, but will not be directly critical or political.  
 If you agree to take part, the researcher will conduct an interview with you of 
approximately one half-hour, at a location to be determined.  
 If you do decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep 
and be asked to sign a consent form. 
 You are welcome to receive a copy of the final report if you would like.  
 All participants in this study will remain anonymous, with their names known 
only to the researcher. Data will be coded and encrypted in the researcher’s 
personal documents, and will be discarded upon completion of final report.  
 Interviews will be recorded, subject to your permission. Recordings of 
interviews will be deleted upon transcription. 
 If you agree to take part, you will be asked whether you are happy to be 
contacted about participation in future studies. Your participation in this study 
will not be affected should you choose not to be re-contacted. 
 






King’s College London, Department of Geography (Cities’ Group) (Strand 
Campus) 
And National University of Singapore, Department of Geography 
Email: Jason.Luger@kcl.ac.uk  
Personal email: Jdluger@gmail.com  
 
It is up to you to decide whether to take part or not. If you decide to take part, you are 
still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. A decision to 
withdraw at any time, or a decision not to take part, will not affect the standard of care 
you receive. In addition to withdrawing yourself from the study, you may also withdraw 
any data/information you have already provided up until it is transcribed for use in the 
final report (Dec. 31, 2013).  
If this study has harmed you in any way you can contact King's College London using 
the details below for further advice and information:  
 Dr. Loretta Lees (Loretta.lees@kcl.ac.uk) SUPERVISOR  
 Department of Geography, King’s College London (4th Floor, King’s Building, 
Strand Campus) 
 London, WC2R 2LS, United Kingdom Telephone: +44 (0) 20 7848 1054, Fax: 
+44 (0) 20 7848 2287  
 
 The information you have submitted will be published as a report and you 
will be sent a copy. Please note that confidentiality and anonymity will be 
maintained and it will not be possible to identify you from any publications. 
 I agree to be contacted in the future by King’s College London researchers 
who would like to invite me to participate in follow up studies to this project, 
or in future studies of a similar nature. 
 I agree that the research team may access my 
academic/membership/medical records for the purposes of this 
research project. 
 I agree that the research team may use my data for future research and 
understand that any such use of identifiable data would be reviewed and 
approved by a research ethics committee. (In such cases, as with this project, 
data would not be identifiable in any report). 
 
 I consent to my interview being recorded. 
 
CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH STUDIES 
 
Please complete this form after you have read the Information Sheet and/or 
listened to an explanation about the research. 
 
Title of Study: ___________________________________________ 
 







Thank you for considering taking part in this research. The person organising the 
research must explain the project to you before you agree to take part. If you have 
any questions arising from the Information Sheet or explanation already given to 
you, please ask the researcher before you decide whether to join in. You will be 




 I understand that if I decide at any time during the research that I no longer 
wish to participate in this project, I can notify the researchers involved and 
withdraw from it immediately without giving any reason. Furthermore, I 
understand that I will be able to withdraw my data up to the point of 
publication [OR insert date if stated on Information Sheet]. 
 
 I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes 
explained to me. I understand that such information will be handled in 






agree that the research project named above has been explained to me to my 
satisfaction and I agree to take part in the study. I have read both the notes written 
above and the Information Sheet about the project, and understand what the 
research study involves. 
 
























Appendix 3: Ethical Approval for Field Research (Obtained 24 
July, 2012, Prior to Departing for Singapore)  
 
24th July 2012 
 
Jason Luger 
Department of Geography 
 
Dear Jason,  
 
REP(GSSHM)/11/12-35 ‘Creative Singapore: Paradoxes 
and Possibilities.’ 
 
I am pleased to inform you that the above application 
has been reviewed by the GSSHM Research Ethics 
Panel that FULL APPROVAL is now granted. 
 
Please ensure that you follow all relevant guidance as laid out in the King's College London 
Guidelines on Good Practice in Academic Research 
(http://www.kcl.ac.uk/college/policyzone/index.php?id=247). 
 For your information ethical approval is granted until 24/07/14. If you need approval beyond 
this point you will need to apply for an extension to approval at least two weeks prior to this 
explaining why the extension is needed, (please note however that a full re-application will 
not be necessary unless the protocol has changed). You should also note that if your approval 
is for one year, you will not be sent a reminder when it is due to lapse. 
Ethical approval is required to cover the duration of the research study, up to the conclusion 
of the research. The conclusion of the research is defined as the final date or event detailed 
in the study description section of your approved application form (usually the end of data 
collection when all work with human participants will have been completed), not the 
completion of data analysis or publication of the results. For projects that only involve the 
further analysis of pre-existing data, approval must cover any period during which the 
researcher will be accessing or evaluating individual sensitive and/or un-anonymised records. 
Note that after the point at which ethical approval for your study is no longer required due to 
the study being complete (as per the above definitions), you will still need to ensure all 
research data/records management and storage procedures agreed to as part of your 
application are adhered to and carried out accordingly. 
If you do not start the project within three months of this letter, please contact the Research 
Ethics Office.  
Should you wish to make a modification to the project or request an extension to approval you 






The circumstances where modification requests are required include the addition/removal of 
participant groups, additions/removal/changes to research methods, asking for additional data 
from participants, extensions to the ethical approval period. Any proposed modifications 
should only be carried out once full approval for the modification request has been granted. 
Any unforeseen ethical problems arising during the course of the project should be reported 
to the approving committee/panel. In the event of an untoward event or an adverse reaction 
a full report must be made to the Chair of the approving committee/review panel within one 
week of the incident. 
Please would you also note that we may, for the purposes of audit, contact you from time to 
time to ascertain the status of your research.  
If you have any query about any aspect of this ethical approval, please contact your 
panel/committee administrator in the first instance 
(http://www.kcl.ac.uk/innovation/research/support/ethics/contact.aspx). We wish you every 




















Abercrombie, N., Hill, S., & Turner, B. (1984) Dictionary of Sociology. 
Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin. 
Abrams, P. (1988) Notes on the difficulty of studying the State [1977]. Journal of 
Historical Sociology, 1, 58–89. 
Abu-Lughod, J. (2000) New York, Chicago, Los Angeles: America’s Global Cities. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
Abu-Lughod, J. (2007) Race, Space, and Riots in Chicago, New York, and Los 
Angeles. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Altemeyer, B. (1981) Right-Wing Authoritarianism. Winnipeg: University of 
Manitoba Press. 
Altemeyer, B. (1988) Enemies of Freedom: Understanding Right-Wing 
Authoritarianism. New York: Jossey-Bass.  
 
Amin, A. & Thrift, N. (2002) Cities: Reimagining the Urban. London: Polity. 
Amin, A. (2005) Local community on trial. Economy and Society, 34(4), 612-633. 
Amin, A. (2008) Collective culture and urban public space. City, 12(1), 5-24. 
Amin, A. & Thrift, N. (2013) Arts of the Political: New Openings for the Left. 
Durham and London: Duke University Press. 
Anderson, E. (2012) The Cosmopolitan Canopy: Race and Civility in Everyday Life. 
New York: W.W. Norton & Co. 
Apple, M. (2010) Theory, research and the critical scholar/activist. Educational 
Researcher, 39(2), 152-155. 
Atkinson, R. & Easthope, H. (2007) The consequences of the ‘Creative Class’: The 
pursuit of creativity strategies in Australia's cities. Proceedings of the 3rd State of 
Australian Cities Conference, Adelaide, November, 2007. 
Baker, T. & Temenos, C. (2015) Urban policy mobilities research: introduction to a 
debate. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 39: 824–827 
Banta, V. (2014) Resisting the urban clash: performance and barangay San Roque, 
Quezon City, Philippines. Conference Paper at American Association of 
Geographers Annual Meeting, Tampa, USA. 
Barnes, C. (2014) Mediating good food and moments of possibility with Jamie 
Oliver: problematising celebrity chefs as talking labels. Geoforum., Available 





BBC News, 14 June, 2014. ‘Singapore Dilemma: When Diversity Policy Meets Local 
Law’ (Tessa Wong) [Last accessed August, 2015]. 
Beaverstock, J., Smith, R., & Taylor, P. (1999) A roster of world cities. Cities, 16(6), 
445-58. 
Beaverstock, J., Smith, R., Taylor, P., Walker, D., & Lorimer, H. (2000) Relational 
studies of world cities: some measurement methodologies. Applied Geography, 
20(1), 43-63. 
Beitel, K. (2012) Local Protests, Global Movements: Capital, Community and State 
in San Francisco. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
Bell, D. (1973) The Coming of Post-Industrial Society. New York: Basic Books. 
Bell, D. & Oakley, K. (2015) Cultural Policy. London: Routledge. 
Beneito-Montagut, R. (2011) Ethnography goes online: towards a user-centred 
methodology to research interpersonal communication on the internet. 
Qualitative Research, (11):716-735. 
Benjamin, W. (1935[1986]) Paris: Capital of the 19th Century: Reflections. Ed. P. 
Demetz; Trans. E. Jephcott. New York: Schocken.  
Benjamin, W. (1997) One-Way Street. Trans. E. Jephcott & K. Shorter. London, 
England: Verso. 
Benney, J. (2011) Twitter and legal activism in China.  Communication, Politics and 
Culture, 4, 5-20. 
Bernstein, A. (2013) An inadvertent sacrifice: body politics and sovereign power in 
the Pussy Riot affair. Critical Inquiry, 40(1), 220-241. 
Bhabha, H.K. (1998) Culture’s in-between. In Multicultural States: Rethinking 
Difference and Identity, ed. D. Bennett. London & New York: Routledge. 
Bhabha, H.K. (2004) The Location of Culture. Abingdon: Routledge Classics. 
Blum V. & Nast H. (1996) Where's the difference? The heterosexualization of 
alterity in Henri Lefebvre and Jacques Lacan. Environment and Planning D: Society 
and Space, 14(5), 559-580. 
Bourdieu P. (1981) Men and machines. In Advances in Social Theory and 
Methodology, eds. K. Knorr-Cetina & A. V. Cicourel. London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul. 
Boyd, D. & Ellison, N.B. (2010) Social network sites, definition, history and 
scholarship. Engineering Management Review, 38(3), 16-31. 




Boyd, D. (2014) It's Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens. New Haven: 
Yale University Press. 
Bremmer, I. (2010) The End of the Free Market: Who Wins the War Between 
States and Corporations? London: Penguin.  
Brennan-Horley, C. & Gibson, C. (2009) Where is creativity in the city? Integrating 
qualitative and GIS methods. Environment and Planning A, 41(11), 2595-614. 
Brenner, N. (1997) State territorial restructuring and the production of spatial 
scale. Political Geography, 16(4), 273-306. 
Brenner, N. (2004) New State Spaces: Urban Governance and Rescaling of 
Statehood. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Brenner N., Peck, J., & Theodore, N. (2010) Variegated neoliberalization: 
geographies, modalities, pathways. Global Networks, 10(2), 1-41.  
Brenner, N. & Schmid, C. (2014) The ‘Urban Age’ in question. International Journal 
of Urban and Regional Research, 38, 731-755. 
Brownlee, J. (2007) Authoritarianism in an Age of Democratization. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Bunnell, T. & Miller, M.A. (2011) Jakarta in post-Suharto Indonesia: 
decentralization, neoliberalism and global city aspiration. Space and Polity, 15(1), 
35-48. 
Buser, M., Bonura, C., Fanin, M., & Boyer, K. (2013) Cultural activism and the 
politics of placemaking. City, 17(5), 606-627. 
Caprotti, F. (2014) A walk through the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city, China. 
Cities, 36, 10-17. 
Castells, M. (1977) The Urban Question: A Marxist Approach. London: Edward 
Arnold.  
Castells, M. (1983) The City and the Grassroots: A Cross-cultural Theory of Urban 
Social Movements. London: Edward Arnold. 
Castells, M. (1989) The Informational City: Information Technology, Economic 
Restructuring, and the Urban-Regional Process. Oxford: Blackwell.  
Castells, M. (2000) The Rise of the Network Society: The Information Age: 
Economy, Society, and Culture. London: Wiley. 




Castells, M. (2013) The impact of the internet on society: a global perspective. In 
Ch@nge: 19 Key Essays on how the Internet is Changing our Lives, ed. F. Gonzales. 
Bilbao: BBVA. 
Chang, S. & Mahadevan, R. (2014) Fad, fetish or fixture: contingent valuation of 
performing and visual arts festivals in Singapore. International Journal of Cultural 
Policy, 20(3), 318–340. 
 
Chang, T.C. (2000) Renaissance revisited: Singapore as a global city for the arts. 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 24(4), 818-831. 
Chang, T.C. & Lee W.K. (2003) Renaissance city Singapore: a study of arts spaces, 
Area, 35(2), 128-141. 
Chang, T.C. (2008) Art and soul: powerful and powerless public art in Singapore, 
Environment & Planning A, 40, 1921-1943. 
Chang, T.C. & Huang, S. (2009) Geographies of everywhere and nowhere: place-
(un)making in a world city. International Development Planning Review, 30(3), 
227-247. 
Chang, T.C. (2015) Arts and culture in a developmental State: renaissance city 
Singapore. In Making Cultural Cities in Asia: Mobility, Assemblage, and 
Aspirational Urbanism, eds. T. Oakes & J. Wang, J. Routledge: New York.  
Chang, T.C. (2016) New uses need old buildings: gentrification aesthetics and the 
arts in Singapore. Urban Studies, 53(3), 524-539.  
Chatterton, P. & Pickerill, J. (2010) Everyday activism and transitions towards 
post-capitalist worlds. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, NS, 35, 
475-490. 
Chen, Y. (2007) Shanghai Pudong. Urban Development in an Era of Global-Local 
Interaction. Amsterdam: IOS Press.  
Cheong, O. T. (1989) Report for the Advisory Council on Culture and Arts, 
Singapore.  
Chong, T. (2005a) Singapore's cultural policy and its consequences: from global to 
local. Critical Asian Studies, 37(4), 553-568. 
Chong, T. (2005b) Civil society in Singapore: popular discourses and concepts. 
Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia, 273-301. 
Chong, T. (2011) The AWARE Saga: Civil Society and Public Morality in Singapore. 
Singapore: NUS Press. 
Chua, B. & Kuo, E.C.Y. (1991) The Making of a New Nation: Cultural Construction 




Chua, B. (1997) Political Legitimacy and Housing: Stakeholding in Singapore. 
London: Routledge. 
Chua, B. (1999) Asian values: discourse and the resurrection of the social. 
Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique, 7(2), 573-592. 
 
Chua, B. (1997[2002]) Communitarian Ideology and Democracy in Singapore. 
London: Routledge. 
 
Chua, B. (2004) Theatre, social critique and politics. In Ask Not: The Necessary 
Stage in Singapore, eds. Tan and Ng. Singapore: Times Editions. 
Chua, B. (2011) Singapore as model: planning innovation, knowledge experts. In 
Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of Being Global, eds. A. Ong & A. 
Roy. London: Blackwell. 
Chua, L. (2014) Mobilizing Gay Singapore: Rights and Resistance in an 
Authoritarian State. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.  
Clark, E., Sou-Ching, J., & Hsiao-Wei, C. (2016) Gentrification and revanchist 
urbanism in Taipei? Urban Studies, 53(3), 560-576.   
Coe, N., Kelly, P.F., & Olds, K. (2003) Globalization, transnationalism and the Asia-
Pacific. In Remaking the Global Economy eds J. Peck & H. Yeung. London: Sage. 
Cohendet, P., Grandadam, D., & Laurent, S. (2010) The anatomy of a creative city. 
Industry and Innovation, 17(1), 91-111. 
Colomb, C. & Novy, J. (2012) Struggling for the right to the (creative) city in Berlin 
and Hamburg: new urban social movements, new ‘spaces of hope’? International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 37(5), 1816-1838. 
Comunian, R. (2010) Rethinking the creative city: the role of complexity, networks 
and interactions in the urban creative economy. Urban Studies, 48(6), 1157-79. 
Cooke, M. (2007) Dissident Syria: Making Opposition Arts Official. Durham: Duke 
University Press. 
Cumbers, A., Routledge, P., & Nativel, C. (2008) Labour agency and union 
positionalities in global production networks. Journal of Economic Geography, 8, 
369-387. 
Craggs, R., Geoghegan, H., & Neate, H. (2013) Architectural enthusiasm: visiting 
buildings with the ‘Twentieth Century Society’. Environment and Planning D: 
Society and Space, 31(6) 879-896.  
Crang, M. (1997) Picturing practices: research through the tourist gaze. Progress in 
Human Geography, 21, 359-73. 
 




Crang, M. & Thrift, N. (2000) Thinking Space. London: Routledge. 
 
Cresswell, T. (1996) In Place/Out of Place. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press.  
Cresswell, T. & Verstraete, G. (eds) (2002) Mobilizing Place, Placing Mobility: The 
Politics of Representation in a Globalized World. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press.  
Cresswell, T. (2004) Place: A Short Introduction. New York: Blackwell. 
 
Cypher, J. (2014). Brazil: Neoliberal Restructuring or the Rejuvenation of the 
Developmental State? Global Economic Crisis and the Politics of Diversity. 
Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Davidson, M. (2013) In the middle of a revolution… so where the hell is Stringer 
Bell? City, 17(5), 661-670. 
Davis, M. (1990) City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles. London: 
Verso. 
de Certeau, M. (1984) The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.  
de Certeau, M. (2000) Walking in the city. In The de Certeau Reader, ed. G. Ward. 
London: Blackwell. 
Deegan, H. (2014) Politics South Africa. London: Routledge. 
Dicken, P., Kelly P.F., Olds K., & Yeung, H. (2001) Chains and networks, territories 
and scales: towards an analytical framework for the global economy. Global 
Networks, 1(2), 89-112. 
Dirksmeier, P. & Helbrecht, I. (2008) Time, non-representational theory and the 
‘performative turn’: towards a new methodology in qualitative social research. 
Forum: Qualitative Sozialforschung /Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 9(2), 55.  
Dhamani, I. (2008) Income inequality in Singapore: causes, consequences and 
policyoptions.http://www.mas.gov.sg/resource/eco_research/eco_education/Ess
s2007/uni_%201st_%20Ishita.pdf [Last Accessed August, 2015]. 
Dwyer, S.C. & Buckle, J.L. (2009). The space between: on being an insider-outsider 
in qualitative research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), 54-63. 
Economic Review Committee (ERC) (2002) Creative Industries Development 
Strategy. Singapore Government. 
Evans, G. (2005) Measure for measure: evaluating the evidence of culture’s 




Evans, G. (2006) Branding the ‘City of Culture’: the death of city planning? In 
Culture, Urbanism and Planning eds J. Monclus & M. Guardia. Aldershot: Ashgate.  
Evans G. (2009) Creative cities, creative spaces and urban policy. Urban Studies, 
46(5/6), 1003-1040. 
Fainstein, S.S. & Fainstein N.I. (1985) Economic restructuring and the rise of urban 
social movements. Urban Affairs Review, 21(2), 187-206. 
 
Fainstein, S. (1990) Economics, politics and development policy: the convergence 
of London and New York. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 
14(4), 553-575. 
 
Fainstein, S. (1998) Justice, nature and the geography of difference. International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 22(20), 339-341.  
 
Fainstein, S. (2003) The city builders: property development in New York and 
London 1980-2000: Author’s response to reviewers. Urban Affairs Review, 38(4), 
612-614.  
 
Fainstein, S. (2008) Mega projects in New York, London and Amsterdam. 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 32(4), 768-785.  
 
Faugier, J. & Seargeant, M. (1997) Sampling hard to reach populations. Journal of 
Advanced Nursing, 26(4), 790-797. 
 
Featherstone, D.J. (2008) Resistance, Space and Political Identities: the Making of 
Counter-Global Networks. RGS-IBG Book Series. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell. 
 
Fish, M. S. (2002). Islam and authoritarianism. World Politics, 55(01), 4-37. 
 
Florida, R. (2002) The Rise of the Creative Class. New York: Basic Books.   
Florida, R (2004) Cities and the Creative Class. New York & London: Routledge.  
Florida, R. (2005) The Flight of the Creative Class: The Global Competition for 
Talent. Toronto: Collins  
 
Flowerdew, J. (2004) The discursive construction of a world class city. Discourse 
and Society, 15, 579-604. 
Flyvbjerg, B. (2006) Five misunderstandings about case-study research. Qualitative 
Inquiry, 12(2), 219-245. 
Foucault, M. (1972) The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. Sheridan Smith. New 
York: Pantheon.  
Foucault, M. (1976a) Method, in Culture Theory: An Anthology eds I. Szeman & T, 
Kaposy (2011). Sussex, United Kingdom: Wiley-Blackwell. 




Foucault, M. (1977) Security, Territory, Population (Lectures at the College de 
France), trans. & ed. G. Burchell, F. Ewald, & A. Fontana. Palgrave, Macmillan.  
Foucault, M. (1979) Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. London: Penguin 
Books.  
Foucault, M. (1980) Power/Knowledge. London: Harvester. 
Foucault, M. (1984) Of other spaces, heterotopias. Architecture, Mouvement, 
Continuité, 5, 46-49. 
Foucault, M. (1995) Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. New York: 
Vintage Books. 
Foucault, M. (1997) Security, Territory, and Population, in: Michel Foucault, Ethics: 
Subjectivity and Truth, ed. by Paul Rabinow, New York: The New Press, 67-71.  
Fraser, N. (1990) Rethinking the public sphere: a contribution to actually existing 
democracy. Social Text, 25/26, 56-79. 
Freidberg S. (2001) On the trail of the global green bean: methodological 
considerations in multi-site ethnography. Global Networks, 1, 353-368. 
 
Fukuyama, F. (1992) The End of History and the Last Man. New York: Free Press. 
Geertz, C. (1973) The Interpretation of Cultures. London: Basic Books.  
Geertz, C. (1983, repr. 2002) Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive 
Anthropology. London: Basic Books.  
Gerbaudo, P. (2012) Tweets and the Streets: Social Media and Contemporary 
Activism. London: Pluto Press. 
Gibson, C. & Kong, L. (2005) Cultural economy: a critical review. Progress in 
Human Geography, 29 (5), 541–561. 
Gibson, C., Khoo, L. M., Semple, A.-L., & Kong, L. (2006) Knowledges of the 
creative economy: towards a relational geography of diffusion and adaptation in 
Asia. Asia Pacific Viewpoint, 47(2), 173-194. 
Gibson, C., Brennan-Horley, C., Laurenson, B., Riggs, N., Warren, A., Gallan, B., & 
Brown, H. (2012) Cool places, creative places? Community perceptions of cultural 
vitality in the suburbs. International Journal of Cultural Studies, 15(3), 287-302. 
Gieskes, M. (2015) The green line: potency, absurdity, and disruption of 
dichotomy in Francis Alÿs’s intervention in Jerusalem. Radboud Studies in 





Gladwell, M. (2010) Small change: why the revolution will not be ‘Tweeted’. The 
New Yorker, 28 Sept.  
Glaeser, E. (2011) Triumph of the City: How our Greatest Invention Makes us 
Richer, Smarter, Greener, Healthier and Happier. New York: The Penguin Press.  
Goh, D. (2013) Gentrified heritage and uneven spatial justice: a tale of two public 
housing towns in Singapore (drafted), presented at ‘Spatial Justice in Singapore’ 
workshop, March, 2013. 
Goh, D. (2014) Walking in the global city: the politics of rhythm and memory in 
Singapore. Space and Culture, (17) (1), 16-28. 
Grabher, G. (2002) Cool projects, boring institutions: temporary collaborations in 
social context, Regional Studies 36,205-214. 
Grodach, C. (2012a) Before and after the creative city: the politics of urban 
cultural policy in Austin, Texas. Journal of Urban Affairs, 34(1), 81-97. 
Grodach, C. (2012b) Cultural economy planning in creative cities: discourse and 
practice. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 37(5), 1747-65. 
Habermas, J. (1989) The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: an Inquiry 
into a Category, trans. T. Burger with F. Lawrence. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press. 
Hackworth, J. (2007) The Neoliberal City: Governance, Ideology and Development 
in American Urbanism. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
Haila, A. (2000) Real estate in global cities: Singapore and Hong Kong as property 
states. Urban Studies, 37(12), 2241-2256.  
Hall, P.J. (1998) Cities in Civilisation. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson. 
Han, K. (2014) Blog Entry from www.thediplomat.com [last accessed August, 2015].  
 
Hartley, J. (1992) The Politics of Pictures: the Creation of the Public in the Age of 
Popular Media. Perth: Psychology Press. 
Hartman, C. (1984) City for Sale: the Transformation of San Francisco. Berkeley: 
University of California Press.  
Harvey, D. (1989) The Condition of Postmodernity: an Enquiry into the Origins of 
Cultural Change. Oxford and Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.  
Harvey, D. (1996) Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference. Cambridge, 
MA: Blackwell.  
Harvey, D. (2001a) The art of rent: globalization and the commodification of 





Harvey, D. (2001b) City and justice: social movements in the city. In Spaces of 
Capital ed. D. Harvey. London & New York: Routledge. 
 
Harvey, D. (2002) Spaces of Hope. Berkeley: University of California at Berkeley 
Press.  
Harvey, D. (2012) Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution. 
Verso, London. 
Hasan, A. (2015) The gentrification of Karachi’s coastline. In Planetary 
Gentrifications, eds. L. Lees, Lopez-Morales, and Shin. Bristol: Polity Press. 
Hildebrandt, T. (2013) Social Organizations and the Authoritarian State in China. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Hill, R. & Kim, J. (2000) Global cities and developmental states: New York, Tokyo 
and Seoul. Urban Studies, 37(12), 2167-2195. 
Hillis, K. (1994) The virtue of becoming a no-body. Ecumene, 1, 177-196. 
Hine, C. (2000) Virtual Ethnography. London: Sage.  
Ho, K.C. (2009) The neighbourhood in the creative economy: policy, practice and 
place in Singapore. Urban Studies, 46, 1187-1201. 
Howell, P. (1993) Public space and the public sphere: political theory and the 
historical geography of modernity. Environment and Planning A, 11(3), 303-322. 
Hubbard, P. (2006) City. New York & London: Routledge 
Humphreys, N. (2012) Return to a Sexy Island. Singapore: Marshall Cavendish. 
Jacobs, J. (1961) The Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York: Random 
House. 
Jacobs, J. (1970) The Economy of Cities. New York: Random House. 
Jacobs, J. M. (1996) The Edge of Empire: Postcolonialism and the City. London: 
Routledge.  
Jessop, B. (1990) State Theory: Putting the Capitalist State in its Place: New York: 
Polity Press.  
Jessop, B. (1993) Towards a Schumpeterian workfare estate? Preliminary remarks 
on post-Fordist political economy. Studies in Political Economy, 40, 7-40. 
 
Jessop, B. (2001) Institutional (re)turns and the strategic-relational approach. 
Environment and Planning A 33(7), 1213-35.  





Jessop, B., Brenner, N., & Jones, M.R. (2008) Theorizing socio-spatial relations. 
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 26(3), 389-401.  
Jessop B (2009) Avoiding traps, rescaling the state, governing Europe. In Leviathan 
Undone? eds R. Keil & R. Mahon. Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press. 
Jones, M. & Jessop, B. (2010) Thinking state/space incompossibly. Antipode, 42(5), 
1119-1149. 
Jones, R. (2007) People/States/Territories: The Political Geographies of British 
State Transformation. RGS-IBG Book Series. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Kanngieser, A. (2013) Experimental Politics and the Making of Worlds. Farnham: 
Ashgate.  
Katz, C. (2004) Growing up Global: Economic Restructuring and Children's 
Everyday Lives. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
Keeler, W. (1987) Javanese Shadow Play, Javanese Selves. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press. 
Keith, M. & Pile, S. (1993) Place and the Politics of Identity. London: Routledge. 
Kirk, R. & Schill, D. (2011). A digital agora: citizen participation in the 2008 
presidential debates. American Behavioral Scientist, 55(3), 325-47. 
Knox, P. (2005) World cities and the organisation of global space. Geographies of 
Global Change, eds R. Johnston, P. Taylor, & M. Watts. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Koch, A. (2005) Cyber citizen or cyborg citizen: Baudrillard, political agency, and 
the commons in virtual politics. Journal of Mass Media Ethics, 20(2-3), 159-75. 
 
Kong, L. (2009) The making of sustainable creative/cultural space: Cultural 
indigeneity, social inclusion and environmental sustainability. Geographical 
Review, 99(1) 1-22. 
Kong, L. & O’Connor, J. (eds) (2010) Creative Economies, Creative Cities: Asian / 
European Perspectives. London: Springer. 
Kong, L. (2011) From precarious labour to precarious economy: planning for 
precarity in Singapore’s creative economy. City, Culture & Society, 2(2), 55-64. 
 
Kong, L. (2012a) Transnational mobilities and the making of creative cities. Theory, 




Kong, L., (2012b) Ambitions of a global city: Arts, culture and creative economy in 
‘Post-Crisis’ Singapore. International Journal of Cultural Policy, 18(3), 279-94. 
 
Kong, L., Ching, C.H., & Chou, T. L. (2015) Arts, Culture and the Making of Global 
Cities: Creating New Urban Landscapes in Asia. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.  
Kozinets, R. (2010) Netnography: Doing Ethnographic Research Online. New York: 
Sage. 
Krätke, S. (2010) ‘Creative cities’ and the rise of the dealer class: a critique of R. 
Florida’s approach to urban theory. International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research, 34(4), 835-53. 
 
Krischer, O. (2012) Lateral thinking: artivist networks. Art Asia Pacific, 77, 96-105. 
 
Kristeva, J. (1980) Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art. 
New York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Kwon, S-H. & Kim, J. (2014) The cultural industries policy of the Korean 
government and the Korean Wave. International Journal of Cultural Policy, 20(4), 
422-39.  
 
La Caze, M.M. (2015) Realism and the evaluation of resistance: the case of 
Wadjda. In Film-Philosophy Conference 2015: The Evaluation of Form (June). 
 
Lam, S. (2014) Re-examining political expression in Hong Kong: post-80s youths 
and performance art. Conference Paper at the American Association of 
Geographers, Annual Meeting, Tampa, Florida, April. 
 
Landry, C. (2000) The Creative City: A Toolkit for Urban Innovators. London: 
Earthscan. 
 
Landry, P. F. (2008) Decentralized Authoritarianism in China. New York: Cambridge 
University Press. 
 
Langenbach, R. (1993) Jacked-off with no pleasure: censorship and the necessary 
stage. In Ask Not: The Necessary Stage in Singapore Theatre eds Tan, C. K. & Ng, 
T., Singapore: Times Editions. 
 
Latham, A. (2003) Research, performance, and doing human geography: some 
reflections on the diary-photograph, diary-interview method. Environment and 
Planning A, 35, 1993-2017. 
 
Latham, A. & McCormack, D. (2004) Moving cities: rethinking the materialities of 
urban geographies. Progress in Human Geography, 28(6), 701-24. 
Latour, B. (1999) Technology is society made durable. In Sociology of Monsters, 
ed. J. Law, London: Routledge. 
Latour, B. & Hermant, E. (2001) Paris: Ville Invisible. Paris: Le Decouverte Les-




Law, D. (1994) Organizing Modernity. Oxford: Blackwell. 
 
Lee Y. K. (2000) From Third World to First: The Singapore Story. Singapore: Harper 
Collins.  
Lee, T. & Lim, D. (2001) The economics and politics of creativity in Singapore, 
Australian Journal of Communication, (28) (1), 149–166. 
 
Lees, L. (2001) Towards a critical geography of architecture: the case of an ersatz 
colosseum. Ecumene: A Journal of Cultural Geographies, 8(1), 51-86. 
Lees, L. (2002) Rematerializing geography: the ‘new’ urban geography. Progress in 
Human Geography, 26(1), 101-12. 
Lees, L. (ed.) (2004) The Emancipatory City: Paradoxes and Possibilities. London: 
Sage.  
 
Lees L., Slater, T. & Wyly, E. (2008) Gentrification. New York: Routledge. 
Lees, L. (2012) The geography of gentrification: thinking through comparative 
urbanism. Progress in Human Geography, 36(2), 155-71. 
Lees, L. & Melhuish, C. (2013) Arts-led regeneration in the UK: the rhetoric and 
the evidence on urban social inclusion. European Urban and Regional Studies. 
22(3), 242-260. 
 
Lees, L. (2014) Re-encountering Andy Merrifield and The Politics of Encounter: 
Urban Theory and Protest under Planetary Urbanization (Review). Dialogues in 
Human Geography, 4(20), 233-5.  
 
Lees, L., Shin, H.B., & Lopez-Morales, E. (eds) (2015 -2016) Planetary 
Gentrification: Uneven Development and Displacement. Bristol: Polity. 
Lefebvre H. (1967) The right to the city and theses on the city, the urban and 
planning. In Writing on Cities-Henri Lefebvre, eds. E. Kofman & E. Lebas (1996). 
Oxford: Blackwell. 
Lefebvre, H. (1968) Le Droit de la Ville (2nd edition). Paris: Anthropos.  
Lefebvre, H. ([1973]1976) The Survival of Capitalism: Reproductions of the 
Relations of Production, trans. F Bryant. New York: St. Martin’s Press. 
 
Lefebvre, H. ([1974]1991) The Production of Space, trans. D. Nicholson-Smith. 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell.  
 
Leitner, H., Sziarto, K.M., Sheppard, E., & Maringanti, A. (2007) Contesting urban 
futures: decentering neoliberalism. In Contesting Neoliberalism: Urban Frontiers 





Leitner, H., Sheppard, E., & Sziarto, K.M. (2008) The spatialities of contentious 
politics. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 33, 157-72. 
 
Lemanski C. (2014) Hybrid gentrification in South Africa: theorising across 
southern and northern cities. Urban Studies, 51(14), 2943-60. 
 
Leo, P. & Lee, T. (2004) The ‘new’ Singapore: mediating culture and creativity. 
Continuum, 18(2), 205-18. 
 
Levitsky, S. & Way, L. (2002) The rise of competitive authoritarianism. Journal of 
Democracy, 13(2), 51-65. 
 
Levitsky, S., & Way, L.A. (2010). Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes 
After the Cold War. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Ley, D. (1974) The black inner city as frontier outpost: images and behaviour of a 
Philadelphia neighbourhood. Washington, DC: Association of American 
Geographers, Monograph Series No. 7. 
 
Ley, D. (1980) Liberal ideology and the post-industrial city. Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers, 70, 238-58. 
 
Ley, D. (1983) A Social Geography of the City. New York: Harper. 
 
Ley, D. (1996) The New Middle Class and the Remaking of the Central City. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Ley, D., (2003) Artists, aestheticisation and the field of gentrification. Urban 
Studies, 40(12), 527-2544. 
 
Ley, D. (2006) Hong Kong moves. Metropolis World Bulletin 6, September, 9-10. 
Ley, D. (2012) Millionaire Migrants: Trans-Pacific Life Lines. London: Wiley-
Blackwell.  
Ley, D. & Teo, S. (2013) Gentrification in Hong Kong? Epistemology v. ontology. 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 38(4), 1286-303. 
Liew, K. & Pang, N. (2015) Neoliberal visions, post capitalist memories: heritage 
politics and the counter-mapping of Singapore’s city-scape. Ethnography, 16(3), 
331-51. 
Lim, C. (1994) The PAP and the People: A Great Affective Divide, published in The 
Straits Times, pub. 3 September. 
Lim, L. (2009) In the Global Field of Cultural Production: Singapore as Global City 
for the Arts. PhD Thesis, University of Warwick. 
Lim, L. (2012) Constructing habitus: promoting an international arts trend at the 





Lindner, P. (2015) Performing the creative-economy script: contradicting urban 
rationalities at work. In Regional Studies, ed. I. Dzudzek, 49(3), 388-403. 
Lipset, S.M. (1959) Democracy and working-class authoritarianism. American 
Sociological Review, 482-501. 
Lisiak, A. (2014) Women in recent revolutionary iconography. Widok. Teorie i 
praktyki kultury wizualnej, (5). (Published online).  
Logan, J.R. & Fainstein, S.S. (2008) Introduction: Urban China in comparative 
perspective. In Urban China in Transition, ed. J. R. Logan. Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing, Ltd.  
Lovering, J. & Turkmen, H. (2011) Bulldozer neoliberalism in Istanbul: The state-
led construction of property markets and the displacement of the urban poor. 
International Planning Studies, 6(1), 73-96. 
Low, S. & Smith, N. (2006) The Politics of Public Space. New York: Taylor & Francis.  
Lowry, G. & E. McCann (2011) Asia in the mix: urban form and global mobilities — 
Hong Kong, Vancouver, Dubai. In Worlding cities: Asian experiments and the Art of 
Being Global, eds. A. Roy & A. Ong. London: Blackwell. 
Luger, J. (2016, forthcoming) The living v. the dead in Singapore: the battle for 
Bukit Brown. In Protest and Resistance in the Tourist City eds C. Colomb & J. Novy. 
London: Routledge.  
 
Lyons, L. & Gomez, J. (2005) Moving beyond the ‘OB markers’: rethinking the 
space of civil society in Singapore. Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast 
Asia, 20(2), 119-131.  
Macleod, G. & Jones, M. (2011) Renewing urban politics. Urban Studies, 48, 2443-
72. 
Makdisi, S. (2010) Palestine Inside Out: An Everyday Occupation. London: WW 
Norton & Company. 
Malanga, S. (2004) The curse of the Creative Class. The Wall Street Journal, 
January 19. 
Marcus, G., Nardi, B., Pearce, C., &Taylor, T. (2012) Ethnography and Virtual 
Worlds: A Handbook of Method. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
Markham, A. N. & Buchanan, E. (2015) Ethical considerations in digital research 
contexts. In Encyclopaedia for Social & Behavioural Sciences, ed. J. Wright. Oxford: 
Elsevier Press.  
 
Markusen, A. (2006) Urban development and the politics of a creative class: 





Markusen, A. (2014) Creative cities: a 10-year research agenda. Journal of Urban 
Affairs, 36, 567-89.  
Marston, S. (2000) The social construction of scale. Progress in Human Geography, 
24, 219-42. 
Marston, S., Jones, J. III, & Woodward, P. (2005) Human geography without scale. 
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 30(4), 416-32. 
Mason, P. (2012) Why It’s Kicking Off Everywhere: The New Global Revolutions. 
London: Verso. 
Massey, D. (1995) Space, Place and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press.  
Massey, D. (2005) For Space. London: Sage. 
Massey, D. (2011) A counterhegemonic relationality of place. In Mobile Urbanism: 
Cities and Policymaking in the Global Age, eds. E. McCann & K. Ward. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
Mayer, M. (2009) The ‘Right to the City’ in the context of shifting mottos of urban 
social movements. CITY Special Issue, 13(2-3), 362-74.  
McCann, E. (2007) Inequality and politics in the creative city-region: questions of 
liveability and state strategy. International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research, 31(1), 188-96. 
McCann, E. (2008) Liveable city/unequal city: imagining society and space in an 
American boomtown. Interventions Economiques 37 (Peer reviewed online journal 
Quebec Political Economy Association). 
McCann, E. & Ward, K. (2010) Relationality/territoriality: toward a 
conceptualization of cities in the world. Geoforum, 41(2), 175-84. 
McCann, E. (2011) Veritable inventions: cities, policies and assemblage. Area, 
43(2), 143-7. 
McCann, E. & Ward, K. (eds) (2011a) Mobile Urbanism: Cities and Policymaking in 
The Global Age. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press. 
McCann, E. & Ward, K. (2015) Thinking through dualisms in urban policy 
mobilities. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 39(4), 828-830.  
McCarthy, T. & McMillian, J. (eds) (2011) The Radical Reader: A Documentary 
History of the American Radical Tradition. New York: New Press. 
McFarlane, C. (2010) The comparative city: knowledge, learning, urbanism. 




McFarlane, C. (2011a) Assemblage and critical urbanism. City, 15(3-4), 204-24. 
McFarlane, C. (2011b) Learning the City: Knowledge and Translocal Assemblage. 
Malden, MA:  Wiley-Blackwell.  
McFarlane, C. (2011c) On context: assemblage, political economy and structure. 
City, 15(3-4), 375-88. 
Merrifield, A. (2002) Metromarxism. New York: Routledge.  
Merrifield, A. (2013a) The urban question under planetary urbanization. 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 37: 909-22. 
Merrifield, A. (2013b) The Politics of the Encounter: Urban Theory and Protest 
Under Planetary Urbanization. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 
Merrifield, A. (2014) The New Urban Question. London: Pluto Press.  
Miles, M. (2002) Wish you were here. In Urban Visions: Experiencing and 
Envisioning the City, ed. S. Speir. Liverpool: Tate Liverpool Press. 
Miller, D. (2001) The Internet: An Ethnographic Approach. New York: Berg Press.  
Miller, D. (2011) Tales from Facebook. New York: Polity Press.  
Ministry of Information, Technology and the Arts (MITA) (2002) Investing in 
Singapore’s Cultural Capital. Singapore Government.  
Mitchell, D. (1995) The end of public space? People’s Park, definitions of the 
public, and democracy. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 85(1), 
108-33.  
Mitchell, D. (2003) The Right to the City: Social Justice and the Fight for Urban 
Space. London: Guilford. 
Mitchell, D. (2014) Reviewing Andy Merrifield’s The Politics of the Encounter: 
urban theory and protest under planetary urbanism. In Dialogues in Human 
Geography, 4(2) 235-8.  
Mitchell, T., (1991) The limits of the State: Beyond statist approaches and their 
critics. The American Political Science Review, 85(1), 77-96. 
Moser, C. & Stein, A. (2011) A methodological guideline for implementing Urban 
Participatory Climate Change Adaptation Appraisals. Environment and 
Urbanization, 23(2), 463-86. 
Mosse D. (2004) Is good policy unimplementable? Reflections on the ethnography 
of aid policy and practice. Development and Change, 35, 639-67. 





Oakes, T. (2012) Making an empty show of strength: media and the politics of 
discernment in China's place branding projects. In Mapping Media in China: 
Region, Province, Locality eds. W. Sun & J. Chio. London & New York: Routledge. 
Oakes, T. (2013) Heritage as improvement: cultural display and contested 
governance in rural China. Modern China, 39(4): 380-407. 
Oakes, T. & Wang, J. (eds) (2015) Making Cultural Cities in Asia: Policy, 
Assemblage, and Aspirational Urbanism. New York and London: Routledge.  
O’Connor, J. (2010) Shanghai modern: creative economy in a creative city? In 
Creative Economies, Creative Cities: Asian / European Perspectives, eds. Kong, L. & 
Connor, J., London: Springer.  
Offord, B. (2014) Queer(y)ing illiberal pragmatism in Singapore. Cultural Studies 
Review, 20(1), 314-9. 
Olds, K. (1995) Globalization and the production of new urban spaces: Pacific Rim 
mega-projects in the late 20th century. Environment and Planning A, 17, 1714-43. 
 
Olds, K. & Yeung, H. (2004) Pathways to global city formation: a view from the 
developmental city-state of Singapore. Review of International Political Economy, 
11(3), 489-52. 
O'Hearn, D. (1998) Inside the Celtic Tiger: The Irish Economy and the Asian Model. 
London: Pluto Press. 
Ong, A. (2011) Introduction: worlding cities, or the art of being global. In Worlding 
Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of Being Global, eds. A. Roy & A. Ong. 
London: Blackwell.  
Ooi, C. (2008) Reimagining Singapore as a creative nation: The politics of place 
branding. Place Branding and Public Diplomacy, 4, 287-302. 
Ooi, C. (2009) Government and creativity: arts city Singapore. Creative Industries, 
3, 44-7, trans. M. Guo. 
Ooi, C. (2010a) Political pragmatism and the creative economy: Singapore as a city 
for the arts. International Journal of Cultural Policy, 16(4), 403-17. 
Ooi, C. (2010b) Singapore’s Cultural Policy: Authenticity, Regulation and 
Stratification. Report on IPS Seminar, Faculty of Law, National University of 
Singapore, 11 August. 
Ottaway, M., (2003) Democracy Challenged: The Rise of Semi-Authoritarianism. 
Pittsburgh: Carnegie Endowment. 
Page, J., Fischer, S., & J. Rotemberg. (1994) The East Asian miracle: four lessons for 





Painter, J., 2006. Prosaic geographies of stateness. Political Geography, 25, 752-
74. 
Pang, N. & Ng, J. (2016, forthcoming) Twittering the Little India Riot: audience 
responses, information behaviour and the use of emotive cues. Computers in 
Human Behaviour Journal. 
Parnell, S., Pieterse, E., & Watson, V. (2009) Planning for cities in the global South: 
a research agenda for sustainable human settlement. Progress in Planning 72(2), 
233-41. 
Parnell, S. (2012) The ‘Global South’ and building theory. Conference paper 
presented at University of Manchester Cities’ Group Annual Lecture, March. 
Peck, J. and Tickell, A. (1994) Jungle law breaks out: neoliberalism and global-local 
disorder. Area, 317-326. 
Peck, J (2005) Struggling with the creative class, International Journal of Urban 
and Regional Research 29(4), 740-770. 
Peck, J. Theodore, N., & Brenner, N. (2009) Neoliberal urbanism; models, 
moments, mutations. SAIS Review, XXIX (1), 49-66. 
Peck, J. (2011) Geographies of policy: from transfer-diffusion to mobility-
mutation. Progress in Human Geography, 35(6), 773-97. 
Peck J. & Theodore N. (2012) Follow the policy: a distended case approach. 
Environment and Planning A, 44(1), 21-30. 
Phillips, B. (2011). Towards a radical human rights theatre practice: The Belarus 
Free Theatre in performance. Journal of Human Rights Practice, hur016. 
Pile, S. (2005) Real Cities. London: Sage. 
Pollitt, C.R., Harrison, S., Hunter, D. & Marnoch, G. (1990) No hiding place: on the 
discomforts of researching the contemporary policy process. Journal of Social 
Policy, 19, 169-90. 
 
Porter, M. (1990) The Competitive Advantage of Nations. New York: Free Press.  
Portes, A. & Roberts, B. (2005) The free market city: Latin American urbanization 
in the years of the neoliberal experiment. Studies in Comparative International 
Development, 40(1), 43-82. 
Pow, C.P. (2014) License to travel: policy assemblage and the Singapore model. City, 
18(3), 287-306. 
Pratt, A.C. (2007) The ‘New Economy’, or the emperor's new clothes? In 
Geographies of the New Economy, eds. P. Daniels, A. Leyshon, M. Bradshaw & J. 




Pratt, A.C. (2008). Innovation and creativity, In The Sage Companion to the City 
eds J.R. Short, P. Hubbard, & T. Hall. London, Sage.  
Pratt, A.C. (2009) Urban regeneration: from the arts ‘feel good’ factor to the 
cultural economy. A case study of Hoxton, London. Urban Studies 46(5-6), 1041-
1061. 
 
Pratt, A.C. (2010a) Creative cities: tensions within and between social, cultural and 
economic development. A critical reading of the UK experience. City, Culture and 
Society, 1, 13-20. 
Pratt, A.C. (2010b) Policy transfer and the field of the cultural and creative 
industries: What can be learned from Europe? In Creative Economies, Creative 
Cities: Asian / European Perspectives eds Kong, L. and O’Connor, J. London: 
Springer. 
 
Pratt, A.C. (2011a) An economic geography of the cultural industries. In The Sage 
Compendium of Economic Geography eds A. Leyshon, L. McDowell, & R. Lee. 
London: Sage. 
 
Pratt, A.C. (2011b). The cultural economy: a call for spatialized 'production of 
culture' perspectives. In Creative Industries: Critical Readings eds B. Moeran & A. 
Alacovska. London: Berg. 
 
Pratt, A.C. (2011c) The cultural contradictions of the creative city. City, Culture and 
Society, 2(3), 123-130. 
 
Rae, P. (2011) Freedom of repression. Theatre Research International, 34(3), 310-
15. 
Rancière, J. (2011) Althusser's Lesson. London, Continuum. 
Ren, J. & Luger, J. (2015) Comparative urbanism and the ‘Asian City': Implications 
for research and theory. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 
39, 145-56.  
Ren, J. (2015) Multiple mobilities The ‘creative class’ subversions of artists-run 
spaces. In Making Cultural Cities in Asia, eds. T. Oakes & J. Wang. New York and 
London: Routledge. 
Robinson, J. (2002) Global and world cities: a view from off the map. International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 26(3), 531-54. 
Robinson, J. (2003a) Postcolonialising geography: tactics and pitfalls. Singapore 
Journal of Tropical Geography, 24, 273-89. 
Robinson, J. (2003b) Political geography in a postcolonial context. Political 




Robinson, J. (2005) In the tracks of comparative urbanism: difference, urban 
modernity and the primitive. Urban Geography, 25(8), 709-23. 
Robinson, J. & Parnell, S. (2011) Travelling theory: embracing post-neoliberalism 
through Southern cities. In New Companion to Urban Studies eds G. Bridge & S. 
Watson. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Robinson, J. (2011a) Comparisons: colonial or cosmopolitan? Singapore Journal of 
Tropical Geography, 32(2), 125-40. 
Robinson, J. (2011b) Cities in a world of cities: the comparative gesture. 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 35(1), 1-23. 
Robinson, J. & Parnell, S. (2012) (Re)theorising cities from the global south: 
looking beyond neoliberalism. Urban Geography, 33(4), 593-617. 
Robinson, J. (2013) Arriving at the urban/urban policy: Traces of elsewhere in 
making city futures. In Critical Mobilities, ed. O. Söderström. London: Routledge. 
Robinson, J. (2014) New geographies of theorising the urban: Putting comparison 
to work for global urban studies. In Handbook for Cities of the Global South, eds. 
S. Parnell & S. Oldfield. London: Sage.  
Rodgers, S. (2013a) Circulating cities of difference: assembling geographical 
imaginations of Toronto’s diversity in the newsroom. JOMEC Journal, 1(3), 1-24. 
Rodgers, S. (2013b) The journalistic field and the city: some practical and 
organizational tales about the Toronto Star’s ‘new deal for cities’. City and 
Community, 12(1), 56-77. 
Rose, D. B. (1999) Situating knowledges: positionality, reflexivity, and other 
tactics. Progress in Human Geography, 21(3), 305-20. 
Rose, N. (1999) Powers of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought. London: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Routledge, P. (1993) Terrains of Resistance: Nonviolent Social Movements and the 
Contestation of Place in India. Westport: Praeger.  
Roy, A. & Ong, A. (2011) Worlding Cities. London: Wiley-Blackwell. 
Roy, A. (2009) The 21st century metropolis: new geographies of theory. Regional 
Studies, 43(6), 819-30. 
Rutherford, J. (1998) The Third Space. Interview with Homi Bhabha. Identity: 
Community, Culture, Difference. London: Lawrence & Wishart. 
Salmenniemi, S. & Adamson, M. (2015) New heroines of labour: domesticating 




Santos, M. (1979) The Shared Space: the Two Circuits of the Urban Economy in 
Underdeveloped Countries. London: Methuen. 
Sasaki, M. (2010) Urban regeneration through cultural creativity and social 
inclusion: rethinking creative city theory through a Japanese case study. Cities, 
27(1), S3-S9.  
Sassen, S. (1991, 2001) The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press. 
Scott, A. (1993) Technopolis: High Technology Industry and Regional Development 
in Southern California. Los Angeles: University of California Press. 
Scott, A. (1996) The Craft, fashion and cultural products industries of Los Angeles: 
competitive dynamics and policy dilemmas in a multisectoral image-producing 
complex. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 86: 306-23. 
Scott, A.J & E.W. Soja (eds) (1996) The City: Los Angeles and Urban Theory at the 
End of the Twentieth Century. Berkeley: University of California Press.  
Scott, A. (2006) Creative cities: conceptual issues and policy questions. Journal of 
Urban Affairs, 28(1), 1-17. 
Scott, A. (2011) Emerging cities of the third wave. City: Analysis of Urban Trends, 
Culture, Theory, Policy, Action, 15(3/4), 289-381. 
Scott, A. (2016, forthcoming) An inquiry into the logic of urban development and 
its meaning for work and life in the 21st century. City and Society.  
Seargeant, P. & Tagg, C. (2014) The Language of Social Media: Identity and 
Community on the Internet. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Shatkin, G. (2014) Reinterpreting the meaning of the ‘Singapore Model’: state 
capitalism and urban planning. International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research, 38(1), 116-37. 
Sheppard, E. (2002) The spaces and times of globalization: place, scale, networks, 
and positionality. Economic Geography, 78, 307-30. 
Shirky, C. (2008) Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing without 
Organizations. New York: Penguin  
Sidaway, J. (2000) Postcolonial geographies: an exploratory essay. Progress in 
Human Geography, 24(4), 591-612. 
Simmel, G. (1903[1971]) The Metropolis of Modern Life. In Simmel: On 





Simone, A. M. (1994) In Who’s Image? Political Islam and Urban Practices in 
Sudan. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Silverman, D. (2001) Interpreting Qualitative Data: Methods for Analysing Talk, 
Text and Interaction. London: Sage. 
Singam, C. (2002) Building Social Space in Singapore: The Working Committee's 
Initiative in Civil Society Activism. Singapore: Select Pub. 
Singam, C. (2007) Women’s activism and feminism. In Small Steps, Giant Leaps: A 
History of AWARE and the Women’s Movement in Singapore ed. A. Mandakini. 
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.  
Singapore Dissident Blog, singaporedissident.blogspot.co.uk [last accessed August, 
2015].  
Skelton, T. (2001) Cross-cultural research: issues of power, positionality and ‘race’. 
In Qualitative Methodologies for Geographers: Issues and Debates eds M. Limb & 
C. Dwyer. London: Arnold. 
Smith, N. (1984) Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the Production of 
Space. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 
Smith N. (1991) What’s left? A lot’s left. Antipode, 23, 406-18. 
Smith, N. (1996) The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City. 
New York: Routledge.  
Smith, N. (2008) Comment: Neoliberalism: dominant but dead. Focaal, 51(1), 155-
8. 
Smith, R. & Warfield, K. (2008). The Creative City: a matter of values. In Creative 
Cities, Cultural Clusters and Local Development, eds. P. Cooke & L. Lazzaretti. 
London, Edward Elgar. 
 
Soja, E. (1989) Postmodern Geographies: the Reassertion of Space in Critical Social 
Theory. London & New York: Verso. 
 
Soja, E. (1996) Thirdspace. Malden (Mass): Blackwell.  
Soja, E. (1999) Thirdspace: expanding the scope of geographical imagination. In 
Human Geography Today, eds. D. Massey, J, Allen, P. Sarre. Cambridge: Polity 
Press. 
Soja, E. (2010) Seeking Spatial Justice. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 
Press. 
Solnit, R. (2005) Hope in the Dark: The Never Surrender Guide to the Changing 




Sorkin, M. (ed.) (1992) Variations on a Theme Park: the New American City and 
the End of Public Space. New York: Hill and Wang. 
 
Spradley, J.P. (1980) Participant Observation. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Wilson. 
 
Stacey, R.D. (1995) The science of complexity: an alternative perspective for 
strategic change. Strategic Management Journal, 16(6), 477–95. 
 
Tan, K.P. (2003) Sexing up Singapore, International Journal of Cultural Studies, 6 
(4), 403–423. 
 
Tan, K.P. (ed.) (2007) Renaissance Singapore? Singapore: National University of 
Singapore Press.  
Tan, K.P. (2008) Meritocracy and elitism in a global city: ideological shifts in 
Singapore. International Political Science Review, 29(1), 7-27.  
Tan, K.P. (2012) The ideology of pragmatism in Singapore: neoliberal globalization 
and political authoritarianism. Journal of Contemporary Asia, 42(1). 
Tan, K.P (2013) Forum theatre in Singapore: resistance, containment, and 
commodification in an advanced industrial society. Positions: East Asia Cultures 
Critique. Durham, NC:  Duke University Press. 
Tamney, J. (1995) The Struggle for Singapore’s Soul. Berlin & New York: De 
Gruyter. 
Thammaboosadee, R. (2014) Protest as fashion trends: Urban cultures that affect 
performance Identity of PDRC protestors. Conference Paper at American 
Association of Geographers Annual Meeting 2014, Tampa USA. 
The Economist (2015) The Singapore Exception, July 18th, by Simon Long.  
The New York Times (2012) As Singapore Loosens its Grip, Residents Lose Fear to 
Challenge Authority. June 16th, by Andrew Jacobs. 
The New York Times (2014) Old Colonial City in Malaysia Becomes a Stage: 
Georgetown Festival is Making a Name as Major Asian Arts Event, July 31st.  
The New York Times (2014) Shaking up a Singapore Festival: Ong Keng Sen in his 
Vision for the Singapore International Festival of Arts, by Chen May Yee [last 
accessed August, 2015].  
The Straits Times (1987) Interview with Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, 20th April. 
The Straits Times (1998) Singapore as world-class city—4 areas of focus. 19th 
January 19 author unavailable [last accessed October 2012]. 
 
The Straits Times, (1994) Two Pioneers of Forum Theatre Trained at Marxist 





The Online Citizen (2014) blog entry. 24th July, by Adriana Tan. Available from 
http://popagandhi.com/2014/07/singapores-so-called-moral-majority/ [last 
accessed 7 September, 2015].  
 
The Wall Street Journal (2014) Rare Alliance Forms in Singapore to Challenge Gay 
Rights, 28th June, by Chun Han Wong. 
Thrift, N. (1996) Spatial Formations. London: Sage. 
Thrift, N.J. (1997) Cities without modernity, cities with magic. Scottish 
Geographical Magazine, 113(2), 138-49. 
Thrift, N.J. (1999) Steps towards an ecology of place. In Human Geography Today, 
eds. D. Massey, J. Allen, & P. Sarre. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Thrift, N.J. (2003) Space: the fundamental stuff of human geography. In Key 
Concepts in Geography, eds. G. Valentine, N. Clifford, & S. Rice. London: Sage. 
Thompson, N. (ed.) (2012) Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art From 1991-2011. 
Cambridge: MIT Press. 
Tonkiss, F. (1998) Analysing discourse. In Researching Society and Culture, ed. C. 
Seale. London: Sage. 
Travers, M. (2001) Qualitative Research through Case Studies. London: Sage. 
Tschang, T. (2010) Hong Kong’s creative industries: the example of the video 
games sector. In Innovation Policy and the Limits of Laissez-faire: Hong Kong's 
Policy in Comparative Perspective. Research Collection Lee Kong Chian School Of 
Business (Singapore).  
Tsing A L. (2004) Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press. 
 
Turton, D. (2005) The meaning of place in a world of movement: Lessons from 
long-term field research in Southern Ethiopia. Journal of Refugee Studies, 18(3): 
258-80.  
 
Urry, J. (2000) Sociology Beyond Societies: Mobilities for the Twenty-First Century. 
London: Routledge. 
Urry, J. (2007) Mobilities. Malden, MA: Polity Press. 
Valentine, G. (1997) Tell me about...: using interviews as a research methodology. 
In Methods in Human Geography: A Guide for Students Doing a Research Project 
eds. R. Flowerdew & D. Martin. Longman, Harlow. 
Valentine, G. (1999) A corporeal geography of consumption. Environment and 
Planning D: Society and Space, 17(3), 329-51. 




Valentine, G. (2005) Interviews, in Flowerdew, R. & D. Martin. (eds) Methods in 
Human Geography: a Guide for Students doing a Research Project. London: 
Pearson. 
Varsanyi, M.W. (2000) Global cities from the ground up: a response to Peter 
Taylor. Political Geography, 19, 33-8. 
 
Walton, J. (1981) Comparative urban studies. International Journal of Comparative 
Sociology, 22(1/2), 22-39. 
 
Walton, J. (2005) Making the theoretical case. In What is a Case? Exploring the 
Foundations of Social Inquiry eds C.C. Ragin & H.S. Becker. Cambridge:  Cambridge 
University Press. 
Wang, J. (2014) Making a cultural cluster in China: a study of Dafen oil painting 
village. Habitat International, 41, 156-4.  
Ward, K. (2008) Commentary — towards a comparative (re)turn in urban studies? 
Some reflections. Urban Geography, 29(4), 1-6. 
Ward, K. (2010) Towards a relational comparative approach to the study of cities. 
Progress in Human Geography, 34(4), 471-87. 
Weber, M. (1923) Economy and Society. Berlin: Gunter Roth. 
Wedel, J., Shore C., Feldman G. & Lathrop S., (2005), Toward an anthropology of 
public policy. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 600, 
30-51. 
 
Wee, C.J.W.L. (2007) The Asia Modern: Culture, Capitalist Development, 
Singapore. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press.  
Wirth, L. (1964) On Cities and Social life. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Wissink, B. (2013) Enclave urbanism in Mumbai: an actor-network analysis of 
urban (dis)connection. Geoforum, 47, 1-11. 
Wong, P.K., P.H. Yuen, & Singh. A. (2005) Singapore as an innovative city in East 
Asia: An exploratory study of the perspective of the innovative industries. World 
Bank Policy Working Research Paper 3568, April. 
Yeoh, B. (2005) The global cultural city? Spatial Imagineering and politics in the 
(multi)cultural marketplaces of South East Asia. Urban Studies, 42(5-6), 945-58.  
Yue, A. (2007) Hawking in the creative city: rice rhapsody, sexuality and the 
cultural politics of New Asia in Singapore. Feminist Media Studies, 7(4), 365-80. 
Yun, H.A. (2008) Singapore, the evolving creative city.  In Creative Cities, Cultural 
Clusters, and Local Economic Development, eds. P. Cooke & L. Lazzaretti. 




Zukin, S. (1982) Loft Living: Culture and Capital in Urban Change. Piscataway, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press. 
Zukin, S. (1991) Landscapes of Power: From Detroit to Disney World. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 
Zukin S, (1995) The Cultures of Cities. Cambridge: Blackwell.  
Zukin, S. (2009) Destination culture: how globalization makes all cities look the 
same. Center for Urban and Global Studies at Trinity College: Inaugural Working 
Paper Series, 1(1). 
Zukin, S. (2010) The Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places. 
London and New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
 
 
